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Reality Check 


During the time it takes you to read this book, you will likely encounter— 
in newspapers and magazines, on television shows, in books, and on Web 
sites—assertions about the human past that contradict views widely accept- 
ed by archaeologists. Some of these claims can easily be proven false, but 
some may be accurate. How can you assess the validity of an extraordinary 
claim or revolutionary interpretation about the human past that appears in 
popular media? Though there is no simple way to determine accuracy 
absolutely, you can make a good start in your assessment by answering the 
following questions. 


@ Where is the particular claim or discovery presented? Is it in an article 
in a peer-reviewed journal, where other scientists in the same field have 
had an opportunity to appraise its validity? Does the story appear in a 
widely respected magazine with science advisors on its staff, in a news- 
paper article written by an experienced science writer, or in a television 
news report or special series produced by a national network or a 
science-based organization? These are all sources that we can feel confi- 
dent in. Of course, they are not perfect, but they usually check their 
facts and apply the scientific method (see Chapter 2). On the other 
hand, is the report about the human past found on an anonymous 
Web site with no attributed source, in the informal discussions of an 
Internet chat group, or in an audiovisual presentation prepared by an 
individual affiliated with a political or religious organization with a 
particular axe to grind? In these cases, it is wise to be skeptical about 
the objectivity of the source and the accuracy of the claim. 


® Who is making the claim? Is it a trained scientist? Just as important, 
is it a researcher trained in archaeology, anthropology, or history? 
Remember, a scientist skilled in an unrelated field may be no better 
prepared than a nonscientist to assess an archaeological discovery or 
interpretation. Certainly, researchers with Ph.D.’s in archaeology, 
anthropology, or history make mistakes in their chosen fields, but they 
are less likely to make mistakes on issues related to the human past 
than are people with little experience or study in those fields. 
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Preface 


Frauds, myths, and supposed mysteries about humanity’s past are moving 
targets for those of us committed to the scientific investigation of human an- 
tiquity. Clearly, it is important for anyone interested in the human past to 
know, for example, that there is no evidence for a race of giant human be- 
ings in antiquity, no broken shards of laser guns under Egyptian pyramids, 
and no proof that thousands of years ago ancient Polynesian explorers were 
racking up frequent flyer miles rocketing from island to island on spacecraft 
left behind by globe-trotting extraterrestrial aliens. Debunking such non- 
sense is fun and useful in its own way, but of much greater importance is 
the process we employ to determine that such claims ave nonsense. The util- 
ity of Frauds, Myths, and Mysteries rests in its use of interesting and often hi- 
larious archaeological hoaxes, myths, and mysteries to show how we can 
truly know things about the past through science. 


What’s New in the Fourth Edition? 


With this in mind, I have updated and improved each chapter. Specifically, I 
have made the following revisions: 


Chapter 1: Science and Pseudoscience 
e Includes a new survey of my undergraduate class’s beliefs about 
human antiquity 


Chapter 2: Epistemology: How You Know What You Know 
e Presents the Holocaust—and the claims of Holocaust deniers—as 
an example to show how the historical sciences (archaeology 
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included), like the physical or experimental sciences, can test hy- 
potheses and reveal the truth about past events 


Chapter 3: The Goliath of New York: The Cardiff Giant 


e Expands the history of the Cardiff Giant and reveals yet another 
giant hoax perpetrated by one of the Cardiff conspirators 


Chapter 4: Dawson’s Dawn Man: The Hoax at Piltdown 


¢ Expands the discussion of the possible roles played by Lewis Ab- 
bott and Martin Hinton in the Piltdown hoax 


Chapter 5: Who Discovered America? 


e Updates the discussion of the origin and timing of the first 
Americans 


Chapter 6: After the Indians, Before Columbus? 

e Discusses in far greater detail the archaeological approach to assess- 
ing whether foreigners entered into a region in antiquity and inter- 
acted with the native population 

e Provides valuable historical and archaeological contexts for the evi- 
dence of the Norse penetration into northeastern North America 
before Columbus 


Chapter 7: The Myth of the Moundbuilders 
¢ Updates the discussion of the Newark Holy Stones 


Chapter 8: Lost: One Continent—Reward 


e Expands the historical context for Plato’s story of Atlantis, with ad- 
ditional discussion of the historical sources on which he may have 
based elements of the mythical Atlantis and its mythologized con- 
temporary, Athens 


Chapter 9: Prehistoric E.T.: The Fantasy of Ancient Astronauts 


° Includes a surprising pre—Chariots of the Gods source for the ancient 
astronaut hypothesis 


Chapter 10: Good Vibrations: Psychics, Dowsers, and Photo-Fields 

° Includes the latest New Age claims about the human past (I try to 
keep up) | 

Chapter 11: Old Time Religion—New Age Harmonics 

¢ Updates discussions of the scientific analysis of the shroud of Turin 

e Expands the historical context for Noah’s Flood and the ark 


e Presents the latest controversies concerning scientific creationism 
and the teaching of evolution in public schools 
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Chapter 12: Real Mysteries of a Veritable Past 


e Includes the Kennewick Man discovery, analysis, and controversy 
as a real “mystery” of the ancient past 


Special Features of Frauds 


Several pedagogical features new to previous editions of Frauds have been 
updated for the fourth edition. 


e Each chapter continues to have an associated Frequently Asked 
Questions section. These questions represent a sample of queries 
from my students over the years that relate specifically to the issues 
and controversies addressed in the chapter. 


e The informal, uncontrolled, unfiltered, and freewheeling context of 
the Web continues to have exciting implications for disseminating 
information about the human past. These same qualities of the In- 
ternet, however, also mean that more misinformation about the past 
can be spread to a far greater number of people far more quickly. 
Rumors about the discovery of Noah’s ark or the excavation of ex- 
traterrestrial alien bodies beneath an Egyptian pyramid can appear 
on anyone’s computer anywhere in the world virtually the instant 
such stories are fabricated. Tall tales about the human past no longer 
need rely on word of mouth to be spread; anyone with a computer, 
a modem, and an Internet provider can shout such nonsense to the 
world. The good news here is that archaeologists can shout back. 
There are many fine Web sites presenting genuine archaeological 
discoveries and some that respond explicitly to the folderol that 
dogs our discipline. Each chapter includes an annotated list under 
the title Best of the Web with a selection of Web sites (and their In- 
ternet addresses) put up by museums, individual archaeologists 
(amateur and professional), anthropology departments, and others. 
A brief description of what each of these sites presents is a new fea- 
ture to this edition. Don’t look for the bizarre, absurd, extreme, or 
nonsensical on my lists. These sites are produced by people who 
conduct field research, analyze artifacts and sites, and are com- 
mitted to the scientific interpretation of the human past. 


© The Frauds home page has a new home. To make it easier to locate 
and scan the Best of the Web sites, the Frauds home page is now 
available at www.mhhe.com/frauds4. Every Web site listed in the 
Best of the Web sections of Frauds is linked to and accessible through 
the Frauds page. Instead of typing in the URLs, you need only to get 
onto the Frauds page. From there, click on any of the Frauds chapters 
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and you will call up the addresses for the Best of the Web sites for 
that chapter. Then simply click on any of the URLs and you will be 
taken to that site. 


e Each chapter continues to provide Critical Thinking Exercises. In 
these I attempt to challenge the reader to apply the scientific method 
and scientific reasoning to the general issues raised in the specific 
archaeological examples that are at the core of each chapter. In an- 
swering the questions posed or in carrying out the specific exercise, 
the reader must be able to synthesize and apply the most important 
messages of the chapter. 


e How can a reader assess the validity of an extraordinary claim that 
appears in popular media? To help readers make more informed as- 
sessments, the Reality Check on the inside cover continues to give 
a list of questions to consider when evaluating fantastic claims. 


e Finally, a new feature located at the end of the book is the Video 
Companion Guide. The purpose of this guide is twofold: (1) to di- 
rect readers to helpful video documentaries of the topics covered in 
each of the chapters of this book, and (2) to assist the professor who 
is looking for audiovisual material to accompany this book in a uni- 
versity course. 
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Science and Pseudoscience 


Extrasensory perception. Astrology. Faith healing. Alien abductions. Palm- 
istry. Reincarnation. Pyramid power. Ancient astronauts. Crop circles. Feng 
shui. If all of the claims related to these and other supposed phenomena 
were true, this world would be an extraordinarily strange place, far differ- 
ent from what orthodox science would suppose. 

Cats would be psychic. Children could bend spoons with the power of 
their minds. Aliens from outer space would regularly fly over the earth, kid- 
nap people, and perform medical exams on them. Along with their medical 
research, the aliens would flatten farmers’ wheat crops, leaving monumen- 
tally scaled, perplexing, but beautiful designs in their fields. 

People could read minds, and your future could be predicted by shuf- 
fling and dealing a special deck of playing cards (called Tarot). Sleeping 
under a pyramid-shaped bedframe would be conducive to good health, and 
wearing a quartz crystal suspended on a chain around your neck would 
make you more energetic. The exact location and positioning of your furni- 
ture and the orientation of the stairway leading to the second floor of your 
house would play a substantial role in determining your health as well as 
your economic and psychological well-being. 

Furthermore, the precise locations of enormously distant celestial bod- 
ies at the instant of your birth would determine your personality as well as 
your future. People could find water, treasure, and even archaeological sites 
with forked sticks or bent coat hangers. In the strange world we are ponder- 
ing here, Flvis would still be alive, visiting shopping malls and making reg- 
ular midnight runs to convenience stores for Slim Jims and MoonPies. 

Beyond this, if all of the claims were true, people living today would 
actually have lived many times in the past and could remember when they 
were kings or artists (few would remember being ordinary). And hundreds 
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of boats and planes and thousands of people would have disappeared under 
mysterious circumstances in the dreaded “Bermuda Triangle.” 

And, there’s more. Plants would think and have feelings, dolphins 
would write poetry, and cockroaches would be clairvoyant. Some people 
would spontaneously burst into flames for no apparent reason, and tiny 
ridges on your hands, bumps on your head, and even the shape of your be- 
hind could be used to understand your personality. 

In this extraordinary version of the world, it might not be a bad idea to 
insure yourself against the possibility of being abducted by extraterrestrials. 
I personally am covered for $10 million (for the low, low price of $19.95, as 
offered by an insurance agency in Florida). My heirs can double this pay- 
ment to $20 million if they are able to prove that the aliens ate me! It’s diffi- 
cult to collect the money, however; you need the signature of an “authorized 
alien,” and even then they will only pay out $1 per year for 10 million years. 
But you can never be too careful. 

In this world of infinite possibilities, all your problems could be solved 
by a stranger at the other end of a 1-900 psychic hot line or by your feng shui 
consultant, and your health would improve dramatically simply by putting 
magnetic inserts into your shoes. Finally, in this most peculiar world, human 
prehistory could best be understood as the result of supernatural occurrences, 
enormous cataclysms, and the interference of extraterrestrial space aliens. 

It would be a strange world indeed, and the list of extreme, mysteri- 
ous, and occult claims goes on and on (Figure 1.1). For many of you, some 
of these claims—all of which have actually been published—might seem to 
be interesting to think about. Maybe you are a fan of one of the many tele- 
vision shows that tend to blur the distinction between fact and fiction (The 
X-Files is the most obvious of these, but there are also the aptly named So 
Weird, the breathtakingly bizarre Psi Factor, and a host of others). Perhaps 
you have dialed a 1-900 phone number, looking for psychic insights into 
your future. Maybe you believe that it’s good to have an open mind and that 
some of the remarkable claims listed here are plausible. 


Belief in the Unbelievable 


If you find yourself in embarrassed agreement with some of these claims, 
rest assured, you are not alone. Not long ago, an entertainment/news televi- 
sion show conducted a survey among watchers concerning their opinions 
on some controversial claims. More than a quarter of those responding be- 
lieved in the accuracy of dreams in foretelling the future, 12 percent believed 
in the utility of astrological forecasts, and 22 percent accepted the reality of 
clairvoyance in predicting the future. In the same sample, 3 percent of those 
responding also expressed confidence in the accuracy of predictions con- 
tained in fortune cookies! 
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-MISSIONARIES—TO CUT THEIR CHOLESTEROL! © 


Figure 1.1 Actual headlines as they appeared in issues of various tabloid, or “super- 
market,” newspapers. 


In a Gallup poll conducted in 1996 among a representative sample 
likely reflecting the opinions of the American public, 45 percent believed 
that extraterrestrial aliens have visited the earth and that UFOs are their 
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spacecraft; 12 percent of that same sample reported having actually seen 
one of those craft (Newport 1997). A whopping 71 percent also agreed that, 
whatever UFOs actually are, the government knows more than it is saying 
(Saad and Newport 1997). In another poll conducted by the Gallup organi- 
zation in 1999, 33 percent of those asked admitted that they believed in 
ghosts; among those 18-29 years old, more than half (54 percent) were be- 
lievers (Newport 1999). Another polling agency, Yankelovich Partners, ob- 
tained comparable results in 1997 on these and similar issues; 37 percent of 
its sample of 1,000 people accepted the validity of astrology, 45 percent be- 
lieved faith healing to be effective, and 25 percent believed in reincarnation 
(Nisbet 1999). All of these figures were substantially higher than those ob- 
tained from a similar poll conducted by the same organization twenty years 
earlier. 

Perhaps people who watch “infotainment” TV are naive and the Amer- 
ican public is generally gullible. One might hope, however, that bright, 
highly educated college students are probably a lot less likely to fall for such 
claims. But I have taken several surveys of college students at various insti- 
tutions (Feder 1984, 1987, 1995b, 1998), and the results show no marked dif- 
ference between this group and the general public on the kinds of claims 
listed (Figure 1.2). In other words, there is a depressingly high level of belief 
in unsubstantiated claims about the human past even among university stu- 
dents. For example, 27 percent of my 1984 students believed (either strongly 
or mildly) in the prehistoric visitation of our planet by extraterrestrial aliens 
(see Chapter 9). In 1994 that proportion grew to 31 percent, and in 2000 be- 
lief in ancient astronauts was gauged at a still alarmingly high 23 percent. In 
1984 and 1994, belief in the existence of the Lost Continent of Atlantis (see 
Chapter 8) held steady at 29 percent, but by 2000, belief had grown to about 
45 percent of the sample. Between 1984 and 1994, belief that a curse on the 
tomb of Egyptian pharaoh Tutankhamun actually killed people doubled— 
jumping from 12 to 24 percent. In 2000 belief in Tut’s curse jumped yet 
again, this time to about 36% (see the Frequently Asked Questions section of 
Chapter 9). 

Looking at the graph (see Figure 1.2), it seems that, in the case of the 
ancient astronaut hypothesis, we archaeologists may be doing a passable job 
at educating the public: The proportion of disbelievers, at least in my sam- 
ple, has grown; those expressing ignorance has declined, while the percent- 
age of believers has fluctuated a bit. On the other hand, regarding Atlantis, 
the proportion of those who conceded that they did not know if it existed or 
was a fiction has fallen, and so the fraction of both the believers and the dis- 
believers has increased. Overall, the proportion of those who believe in a 
curse on the tomb of King Tut has increased, the proportion of those admit- 
ting ignorance has declined, and the fraction of disbelievers has fluctuated. 

Are American students simply gullible or ill-informed? What about 
students in other countries? How do they respond when faced with these 
same claims about the human past? In 1996, Dirk Spennemann at Charles 
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Figure 1.2 Student responses (strongly believe, mildly believe, don’t know, mildly 
disbelieve, strongly disbelieve) to the following statements: “Aliens from other worlds 
visited the earth in the prehistoric past.” “An ancient curse placed on the tomb of the 
Egyptian Pharaoh, King Tut, actually killed people.” “There is good evidence for the 
existence of the Lost Continent of Atlantis.” (From surveys conducted by the author at 
Central Connecticut State University: Feder 1984, 1995b). 
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Stuart University in New South Wales, Australia, distributed a question- 
naire similar to mine to 142 of his university students. His results were quite 
similar to those we derived from the American sample (Spennemann 1996). 
More recently, Susan C. Richardson conducted a similar survey as part of 
her master’s thesis in archaeology at the University of Southampton in En- 
gland (1999). Using many of the questions from my original study, she found 
students at her university to be a bit more skeptical than those in my Ameri- 
can sample. For example, only about 10 percent of her students expressed 
some level of belief in the ancient astronaut hypothesis, 16 percent similarly 
expressed belief in the Lost Continent of Atlantis, and 10 percent accepted 
that there was an effective, deadly curse on the tomb of King Tut. One can- 
not conclude from this, however, that British students are better informed 
than their American counterparts. Few of the British students actually re- 
jected such claims; the largest percentages held the opinion that the evidence 
on these issues was inconclusive (Richardson 1999:37). Richardson makes 
an important, though sobering, point about these fence-sitters: “Given that 
most of the cult archaeologies have been more than adequately discredited, 
the ‘undecided’ option seems far from satisfactory” (1999:36). 

But wait. You might reasonably ask if the kinds of beliefs or claims 
mentioned in the surveys discussed here can be dismissed so easily. “Sci- 
ence,” after all, is merely a process of understanding the world around us 
through the application of logical thought (see Chapter 2). Most of us like to 
think of ourselves as scientific-minded, but is science perfect? Do scientists 
know everything? Are they always right? Of course not. Science has scoffed 
at things in the past that eventually turned out to be true (see the discussion 
of meteors in Chapter 2). Maybe scientists are wrong to dismiss a lot of other 
interesting claims. Maybe there is more to some of these claims than closed- 
minded scientists are willing to admit. There could be something to UFOs, 
ESP, astrology, reincarnation, palmistry, biorhythms, fortune telling, dows- 
ing, feng shui, ancient astronauts, faith healing, and so on; magazines, televi- 
sion, and movies flaunt these topics frequently. They can’t all be fake, can they? 

I have a confession to make. I used to read books on flying saucers and 
psychic power. I owned a Ouija board and a pendulum, and I analyzed 
handwriting and conducted ESP tests. I felt that there had to be some truth 
to these interesting ideas. 

But it bothered me that the results of my ESP tests never really devi- 
ated from chance expectations, and my Ouija board didn’t work at all. I 
owned a small telescope and spent a lot of time looking at the nighttime sky, 
but I never saw anything that did not have some natural or ordinary expla- 
nation (an airplane, helicopter, blimp, bird, satellite, star, planet, or what- 
ever). Yet I kept searching. Like most people, I was fascinated by these 
possibilities rejected by orthodox science. In truth, I wanted to believe. 

In the late 1960s, lured by the promise of four books for a dollar in the 
introductory offer, I signed up for a book club catering to occult tastes. In re- 
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turn, I received The Complete, Ilustrated Book of the Psychic Sciences; Yoga, 
Youth, and Reincarnation; The Black Arts; and The Morning of the Magicians. 
The first three contained interesting little tidbits that seemed perfectly rea- 
sonable to me at the time: evidence of “real” hauntings and prophetic 
dreams, the usefulness of astrology, testimony about people’s subconscious 
memories of past lives, and so on. The yoga book, along with some strange 
claims about reincarnation, actually taught some healthy exercises. 

It was the fourth book, though, that really opened my eyes. Without 
their knowing it, the authors of this marvelous collection of outrageous 
claims, Louis Pauwels and Jacques Bergier (1960), played an important role 
in converting me from a completely credulous individual, open to all sorts 
of absolutely absurd ideas, to a scientific rationalist, still open to the possi- 
bility of all sorts of absolutely absurd ideas, but demanding substantial evi- 
dence that, unfortunately, their claims all seemed to lack. 


The Morning of the Magicians 


Remarkable claims about things scientists were trying to hide from the pub- 
lic filled The Morning of the Magicians—evidence for reincarnation, levita- 
tion, ghosts, and so on. As always when I read most of these books, the first 
claim left me excited and fascinated. The second claim provided almost the 
same sense of intellectual exhilaration. But the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth 
were just more of the same. I slowly began to lose the ability to be surprised 
by the authors’ claims of effective magical incantations, telepathy, the mysti- 
cally engineered transformation of lead to gold, and the like. As exciting as 
any one of these claims might have been, the cumulative effect was simply a 
buildup of an intellectual resistance to surprise. I became immune to the 
claims. I was bored. f 

In skimming through the book, I found a section on remarkable dis- 
coveries in prehistoric archaeology related to the occult. It surprised me that 
there was any archaeology in the book at all; I had never considered connec- 
tions between the occult and archaeology. Fascinated by the possibilities, I 
immediately began to read that section. 

I was absolutely appalled by what I read. I knew quite a bit about the 
archaeological topics they discussed, and what they said was incredible. 
Their claims about Egyptian pyramids; the massive, carved stone heads of 
Easter Island; the ancient culture of Peru; and other archaeological artifacts, 
sites, and cultures were based on misinformation, twisted facts, and misrep- 
resentation of archaeological data and the study of the past. 

At their very best, the authors’ claims showed extreme ignorance. 
For example, their assertions about the supersophistication of prehistoric 
metallurgy in South America were misleading. Their insistence that this in- 
dustry was somehow mysterious ignored very well documented sixteenth- 
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century eyewitness accounts by Spanish explorers of the native metal- 
making process. 

Their claims about advanced information exhibited in the dimensions 
of the Egyptian pyramids—the distance from the earth to the sun, for exam- 
ple, and the precise value of pi—had been made years before. Such claims 
were invariably based on incorrect measurements, miscalculation, and not 
just a little wishful thinking. 

The authors’ extraordinarily strange view of the past is best summed 
up in their own words: 


It is possible that our civilization is the result of a long struggle to obtain 
from machines the powers that primitive man possessed, enabling him 
to communicate from a distance, to rise into the air, to liberate the en- 
ergy of matter, abolish gravitation, etc. (Pauwels and Bergier 1960:109) 


In other words, according to the authors of The Morning of the Magi- 
cians, today we are simply rediscovering abilities that prehistoric people 
had—the ability to fly, to harness the energy of the atom, and to communi- 
cate electronically, for example. Although today we do so with machines, 
prehistoric people apparently could do it with their minds. Pauwels and 
Bergier were honest enough; they had entirely, openly, and unabashedly 
abandoned a skeptical approach: “No hypothesis is excluded: an atomic civ- 
ilization long before what we call the prehistoric era; enlightenment received 
from the inhabitants of Another World, etc.” (p. 105). 

On simple facts, they were consistently wrong. These were things that 
might not be noticed by a nonarchaeologist. For example, they stated that 
the Toltecs built the Pyramid of the Sun at the Mexican site of Teotihuacan 
(p. 115). That’s like saying that billionaire real estate developer Donald 
Trump built the White House: Trump began building New York City sky- 
scrapers in the latter half of the twentieth century and is continuing into the 
twenty-first. Construction of the White House began in 1792. 

In South America, the authors noted with amazement, archaeologists 
have found statues of camels, “which are unknown in South America” (p. 
114), implying some sort of ancient mystery. Yet camels originated in South 
America, where four separate camel-like species still exist (llama, alpaca, 
vicufia, and guanaco). The authors of The Morning of the Magicians also stated 
that there were prehistoric statues of dinosaurs in South America, though 
science tells us that the last of the dinosaurs became extinct some 60 million 
years ago (see Chapter 11 in this book). 

They stated that the Maya civilization of Mesoamerica is “far older 
than that of Greece” (p. 115). Yet classical Greece dates to well over 2,500 
years ago, whereas the Maya civilization was at its peak more than a thou- 
sand years later, barely 1,500 years ago. 

How, I wondered, could authors who seemed so well informed about 
physics, psychology, chemistry, biology, and history be so confused when it 
came to my own field of archaeology? How could they so eloquently 
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“prove” the existence of all sorts of occult things related to these other fields 
of science and be so lacking in their knowledge of the human past? 

Then it struck me. Of all of the disciplines discussed in The Morning of 
the Magicians, archaeology was the only one with which I had more than just 
a passing familiarity. The more I thought about it, the clearer it became. The 
often-bizarre claims in The Morning of the Magicians that were related to 
physics, chemistry, biology, psychology, and history seemed reasonable to 
me primarily because I did not have the knowledge necessary to assess them 
intelligently. 

It was a valuable lesson indeed. The authors had not mysteriously 
abandoned scholarly research and the scientific method (see Chapter 2 of 
this book) only in the one field in which I was well versed. As I looked fur- 
ther into their claims, it became obvious that they had ignored the truth in 
just about every phenomenon they had described. 

I began to read a number of books written by scientists in various fields 
who had been similarly appalled by the extreme claims made by occultists 
like Pauwels and Bergier. Again and again, I saw reactions and arguments 
that mirrored mine after reading the prehistory section of The Morning of the 
Magicians. When astronomers analyzed claims about extraterrestrial life, as- 
trology, and UFOs; when psychologists examined telepathy and clairvoy- 
ance; when physicists and chemists investigated alleged evidence for 
perpetual motion machines or alchemy, they were nearly unanimous in their 
skepticism. In other words, claims that may have sounded good to me could 
easily be discounted, disproven, and disposed of by people who knew more 
than just a little bit about them. AH those interesting occult claims that had 
fascinated me could be shown to be, at best, highly speculative and un- 
proven or, at worst, complete nonsense. 


E 


Pseudoscience and Archaeology 


I then began to search out more of the unsubstantiated, occult, and specu- 
lative claims that were being made about the prehistoric past by people 
who, it seemed, were wholly ignorant of modern archaeology. I have been 
doing this ever since, and it has been a surprisingly fruitful, sometimes hi- 
larious, often depressing, search. Little did I realize when I began to read 
The Morning of the Magicians how popular archaeological occultism and 
fraud is. 

No one can deny that archaeology generates a great deal of public in- 
terest. People are fascinated by subjects like pyramids, cave paintings, 
human evolution, Stonehenge, and the Aztecs. Archaeology survives be- 
cause people are interested enough in it to take courses, g0 to museums, 
visit sites, and buy books about it—including this book. 

Sadly, some attempt to exploit this interest by making unsubstantiated 
claims about the discoveries made in this fascinating field. The Morning of 
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the Magicians was not the first, and it certainly will not be the last, of the pub- 
lished, printed, spoken, filmed, or televised attempts to twist and pervert 
the discoveries made in archaeology. 

Because professional archaeologists spend the bulk of their time writ- 
ing and talking to each other about their discoveries, the public often learns 
about archaeology from mass market paperbacks written by those whose 
major motivation may not be to educate people but rather to prove some pet 
theory or make a lot of money. The result is a public interested in the human 
past but often grossly misinformed about it. 

In other words, archaeology is a fascinating field that has, ironically, 
suffered because of its popularity. There are lots of interesting, often quite 
funny, examples of the misuse of archaeology. Book publishers, movie mak- 
ers, magazines, and tabloid newspapers have fed us a steady diet of ancient 
astronauts, psychic archaeology, Bigfoot, Atlantisology, and so on. And there 
is nothing new about it. 

An important question to ask is, Why? From the tales related in this 
book, six basic motives or explanations are revealed: 


1. Money, undeniably, can be a major motivating factor. The public’s in- 
terest in archaeology is so great that many people willingly pay to see 
artifacts or read about sites. The opportunities for charlatans to take 
advantage of an interested audience through book deals, lecture tours, 
T-shirts, commemorative mugs, and assorted other bric-a-brac are vir- 
tually limitless. Quite a bit of money has been and will continue to be 
made from people’s great curiosity about human antiquity (see Chap- 
ter 3, for instance). 


2. Fame is another consideration. The desire to find the oldest site or the 
one that shows everybody else to be wrong has motivated many, in- 
cluding some professional archaeologists. This desire for fame and 
notoriety has unfortunately led more than a few to alter or exaggerate 
their data. 


3. Nationalism is a broader sort of fame that has also served as a motive 
for extreme or unsubstantiated archaeological claims. The desire to 
prove some sort of nationalistic or racial claim through archaeology 
has been common. Wanting to show that “we” were here first or that 
“we” were civilized before “you” has led some to play fast and loose 
with the archaeological facts. The Nazis provide a particularly odious 
example of this. In the 1930s and 1940s many artifacts discovered out- 
side of Germany proper were interpreted by Nazi archaeologists as 
belonging to ancient Germanic people. The presence of these ostensi- 
ble “Germanic” artifacts was viewed as evidence of previous German 
ownership of these other territories, providing at least part of the ra- 
tionale for evicting or even slaughtering the non-Germans living there. 
An article by Bettina Arnold (1992) provides a chilling account of this 
kind of misuse of archaeology to support racism and nationalism. 
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4. Unfortunately, religion has also played a role in archaeological fraud. 
Many religions have their roots in remote antiquity. Some of their ad- 
herents dabble in archaeology, trying to prove the validity of their re- 
ligious beliefs or claims through the discovery of archaeological 
evidence. Martin Luther, leader of the Protestant Reformation in the 
sixteenth century, asked, “What harm would it do if a man told a good 
strong lie for the sake of the good and for the Christian Church ...a 
useful lie, a helpful lie, such lies would not be against God; he would 
accept them” (cited in Arthur 1996:88). Perhaps for some, an archaeo- 
logical fraud that led people to the church might be just such a “use- 
ful lie.” 


5. The desire for a more “romantic” past also plays a role. For some, lost 
continents, ancient astronauts, and psychic archaeologists seem more 
interesting than the discoveries of genuine archaeology. The quest for 
a more romantic past is the cause of at least some of the public’s desire 
and willingness to believe claims that, if given some thought, could be 
easily disposed of. 


6. Finally, and put bluntly, some of the extreme, unproven, bizarre, silly, 
and crazy claims made about the human past can be traced to the 
mental instability of their proponents. In other words, crazy claims 
may sometimes originate in crazy minds. 


Why | Wrote This Book 


My purpose is simple; I am passionately curious about human antiquity and 
I enjoy few things as much as sharing that passion with people. I find the 
misrepresentation of what we actually know about that past to be troubling, 
and attempt in these pages to respond to some of the more egregious exam- 
ples. Simply stated, my purpose here is to provide the perspective of a pro- 
fessional archaeologist on unsubstantiated claims made about the human 
past, as well as on extreme claims made concerning how we can learn about 
that past. 

The nonarchaeological topics I mentioned earlier in this chapter (UFOs, 
ESP, etc.) have been discussed at length by experts in the relevant scientific 
fields. They will not be the focus here. However, I hope that through read- 
ing this book you will come to understand that ancient astronauts, psychic 
archaeology, extreme diffusionism (the view that most important ideas were 
developed by one great culture and were “borrowed” by others), and the 
other claims to be discussed are the archaeological equivalents of these. Two 
excellent journals present articles where paranormal or extreme claims made 
in the name of science are skeptically assessed (The Skeptical Inquirer and 
Skeptic). In addition, I have provided a brief list of books focusing on these 


nonarchaeological topics (Table 1.1). 
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In this book, I present a discussion of the scientific method (Chapter 2) 
and then go on to detail popular frauds in the field of prehistoric archaeol- 
ogy—the Cardiff Giant (Chapter 3) and Piltdown Man (Chapter 4). Next, I 
explore the controversy concerning the.origin of the American Indians 


Table 1.1 Skeptical Publications on Extreme Claims Not Directly Related 


to Archaeology 


a 


Topic 
General 


UFOs 


ESP 


Author 
Robert L. Park 


Gordon Stein 
(editor) 


Simon Hoggart and 


Mike Hutchinson 


Ted Schultz 
(editor) 
Joel Achenbach 


Steuart Campbell 
Philip J. Klass 


Philip J. Klass 
Kal K. Korff 


Curtis Peebles 


Robert Scheaffer 
Joe Nickell 
James Randi 

C. E. M. Hansel 


Richard Wiseman 


Henry Gordon 


Book Title 
Voodoo Science 


The Encyclopedia of the 
Paranormal 


Bizarre Beliefs 


The Fringes of Reason: 
A Whole Earth Catalog 


Captured by Aliens 


The UFO Mystery Solved 
UFOs: The Public Decetved 


UFO Abductions: A 
Dangerous Game 


The Roswell UFO Crash 


Watch the Skies: A 
Chronicle of the 
Flying Saucer Myth 


The UFO Verdict 
Psychic Sleuths 
The Magic of Uri Geller 


The Search for Psychic 
Power 


Deception and Self- 
Deception: Investigating 
Psychics 


Extrasensory Deception 


Year 
2000 


1996 


1995 


1989 


1999 


1994 
1983 


1989 


1997 


1994 


1980 


1994 


1975 


1989 


1997 


1987 


Publisher 
Oxford Univ. 
Press 


Prometheus 
Books 


Richard 
Cohen Books 


Harmony 
Books 


Simon and 
Schuster 
Explicit Books 
Prometheus 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 


Smithsonian 
Institution 
Press 
Prometheus 
Books 
Prometheus 
Books 
Ballantine 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 
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Topic 
Astrology 


Bermuda 
Triangle 
Faith 
Healing and 
Miracles 


Medical 
Quackery 


Hand- 
writing 
Analysis 
Loch Ness 
Monster 


Bigfoot 


Satanic 
Cults 


Crystal 
Power 


Urban 
Legends 


Holocaust 
Denial 


——— 


(continued) 


Author 
Roger B. Culver 


and Philip A. Ianna 


Lawrence E. Jerome 


J. V. Stewart 

Bart Bok and 
Lawrence Jerome 
Larry Kusche 
James Randi 


Joe Nickell 


James Harvey 
Young 


Barry and Dale 
Beyerstein 


Steuart Campbell 


Ronald Binns 


Daniel Taylor-Ide 


Mike Hertenstein 
and Jon Trott 


Robert Hicks 


Lawrence 
Jerome 


Jan Harold 
Brunvand 


Michael Shermer 


and Alex Grobman 
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Book Title 
Astrology: True or False? 


Astrology Disproved 


Astrology: What's Really 
in the Stars 


Objections to Astrology 


The Bermuda Triangle 
Mystery Solved 


The Faith Healers 


Looking for a Miracle 


American Health Quackery 


The Write Stuff: 


Evaluations of Graphology 


The Loch Ness Monster: 
The Evidence 


The Loch Ness Mystery 
Solved 


Something Hidden Behind 


the Range: A Himalayan 
Quest 


Selling Satan: The Tragic 
History of Mike Warneke 
In Pursuit of Satan: The 
Police and the Occult 


Crystal Power: The 
Ultimate Placebo Effect 


The Truth Never 
Stands in the Way 
of a Good Story 


Denying History 


Year 
1988 


1996 


1975 


1995 


1987 


1998 


1992 


1991 


1984 


1995 


1989 


2000 


2000 





Publisher 
Prometheus 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 
Prometheus 
Books 


Princeton 
University 
Press 


Prometheus 
Books 


Aberdeen 
University 
Press 


Prometheus 
Press 


Mercury 
House 


Cornerstone 
Press 


Prometheus 
Books 


Prometheus 
Books 


Univ. of 
Illinois Press 


U of California 


Press 
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(Chapter 5), the debate over who discovered the Americas after the Indians 
(Chapter 6), and the historical argument over the source of the so-called 
Moundbuilder culture of North America (Chapter 7). Next, I delve into some 
unsubstantiated claims about the prehistoric archaeological record—the Lost 
Continent of Atlantis (Chapter 8), the ancient astronaut hypothesis (Chap- 
ter 9), psychic archaeology (Chapter 10), and alleged archaeological evidence 
for particular religious beliefs (Chapter 11). Finally, some genuine archaeo- 
logical mysteries will be assessed in Chapter 12. Throughout, the theme will 
be how the methodology of science allows us to assess claims made in the 
name of the science of archaeology. 

There is a reason for focusing on the history of the misuse and misin- 
terpretation of the archaeological record as well as on individual misadven- 
tures. Only, for example, by seeing the contemporary claims of the Swiss 
author Erich von Daniken (see Chapter 9) as what amounts to our modern 
version of the Cardiff Giant (Chapter 3), only by realizing that the claims of 
the “scientific” creationists (Chapter 11) have been around for close to two 
hundred years and discredited for almost that long, and only by seeing that 
the public has been pretty gullible about archaeology almost from its incep- 
tion can we hope to understand the entire phenomenon in its proper con- 
text. And only by understanding it can those of us dedicated to the study of 
the human past hope to deal with it. 








> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. What's the harm in believing pseudoscientific or nonscientific claims about the 
world? 


It must be admitted that the impact of belief in at least some unsub- 
stantiated claims may be minor. For example, you might buy a new weight- 
loss product based on the manufacturer’s claim that the all-natural elixir 
was discovered while studying a colony of wild gorillas living in “Surinam” 
(Selling it 2000). The company’s brochure offered the claim that after ingest- 
ing the material now incorporated into their product, the gorillas became 
eerily skinny. Interesting, Suriname is a country in South America, and there 
are no colonies of wild gorillas there, chubby or slim. Gorillas live in Africa, 
not South America! You certainly should feel foolish if you purchased this 
product based on such a claim—but what’s the harm? 

There is great harm when people do not obtain appropriate medical 
intervention for serious illnesses—opting for unproven remedies and dying 
prematurely as a result. In extreme cases, charismatic leaders have led their 
gullible followers—some of whom believed in the psychic powers of the 
leader (the Reverend Jim Jones of the People’s Temple) or the extraterrestrial 
connections of the leader (Marshall Applewhite of Heaven’s Gate)—to their 
deaths. Belief in nonsense often is just foolish, but it sometimes is tragic. 
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2. Will science ever eliminate superstition and pseudoscience? 


No, it likely never will. We human beings have an enormous capacity 
to understand the world around us, but that understanding brings with it a 
heavy burden. Comfortable fables may not reflect the way things actually 
work, but they may help us ali—even the scientists among us—to deal with 
the more terrible and frightening things that afflict our lives. As writer Joel 
Achenbach (1999:78) puts it in his terrific book, Captured by Aliens, “The 
nightmare of science is that sometimes you learn things that you do not want 
to know.” Science can only show what works and what does not. Ultimately, 
it is up to each of us to accept or ignore what science reveals. 





— > BEST OF THE WEB <—- 


http://www.csicop.org/ 


Web site for the Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the 
Paranormal (CSICOP) and its journal, the Skeptical Inquirer. Online articles 
from the magazine, a newsletter, and an annotated bibliography are all use- 
ful elements of this site. 


hitp://www.skeptic.com/ 
Web site for the Skeptic Society and Skeptic magazine. 


http://skepdic.com/ 

Voluminous dictionary of terms, concepts, and claims defined and explained 
with a skeptical perspective, from acupuncture to zombies. Includes many 
of the claims discussed in this book. 


http://www.skeptictriends.6rg/ 
The Web site for the aptly named Skeptic Friends Network. A series of fun 


one-liners about various pseudoscientific claims and, even better, a concise 
description of the scientific method. 


http://www.skeptics.com.au/journal/journal.htm 


Online version of the magazine of the Australian Skeptics. Some terrific arti- 
cles applying a skeptical approach to topics like Egyptian pyramids and 
Noah’s Ark. 








> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISES < 


1. What are the differences between a supermarket weekly and a regular 
newspaper? Are they always different? 

2. Which of the topics listed in Table 1.1 (UFOs, ESP, and the rest) do you 
accept as genuine phenomena? On what basis do you accept those 
claims? 


©OOOOOO® 2 SOOOOOOS 


Epistemology: How You Know 
What You Know 


Knowing Things 


The word epistemology means the study of knowledge—how you know what 
you know. Think about it. How does anybody know anything to be actual, 
truthful, or real? How do we differentiate fact from fantasy, the reasonable 
from the unreasonable, the meaningful from the meaningless—in archaeol- 
ogy or in any other field of knowledge? Everybody knows things, but how 
do we really know these things? 

I know, for example, that there is a mountain in a place called Tibet. I 
know that the mountain is called Everest, and I know that it is the tallest 
land mountain in the world (there are some a bit taller under the ocean). I’m 
even pretty sure how tall it is: 29,028 feet. But I have never measured it; I’ve 
never even been to Tibet. Beyond this, I have not measured all of the other 
mountains in the world to compare them to Everest. Yet I am quite confi- 
dent that Everest is the world’s tallest peak. But how do I know that? 

On the subject of mountains, there is a run-down stone monument on 
the top of Bear Mountain in the northwestern corner of Connecticut. The 
monument was built toward the end of the nineteenth century and marks 
the “highest ground” in Connecticut (Figure 2.1). When the monument was 
built to memorialize this most lofty and auspicious of peaks—the mountain 
is all of 2,316 feet high—people knew that it was the highest point in the 
state and wanted to recognize this fact with the monument. 

There is only one problem. In recent times, with more accurate, sophis- 
ticated measuring equipment, it has been determined that Bear Mountain is 
not the highest point in Connecticut. The slope of Frissell Mountain, which 
actually peaks in Massachusetts, reaches a height of 2,380 feet on the Con- 
necticut side of the border, eclipsing Bear Mountain by about 64 feet. 
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Figure 2.1 Plaque adorn- 
ing a stone monument 
perched atop Bear Moun- 
tain in the northwestern 
corner of Connecticut. 
Note that the height of the 
mountain is given as 2,354 
feet (it actually is only 
2,316 feet) and, in either 
case, though memorialized 
as “the highest ground” in 
the state, it is not. (K. L. 
Feder) 





50, people in the late 1800s and early 1900s “knew” that Bear Moun- 
tain was the highest point in Connecticut. Today we know that they really 
did not “know” that, because it was not true—-even though they thought it 
was and built a monument saying so. 

Now, suppose that I read in a newspaper, hear on the radio, or see on 
television a claim that another mountain has been found that is actually 10 
(or 50, or 10,000) feet higher than Mount Everest. Indeed, just a few years 
ago, new Satellite data convinced a few, just for a while, that a peak neigh- 
boring Everest was, in actuality, slightly higher. That measurement turned 
out to be in error. But what about the precise height of Everest itself? 

Remember my statement that I am “pretty sure” that the height of 
Everest is 29,028 feet? You-will find that number in virtually every book on 
world geography or geology, in every encyclopedia, and, in fact, in almost 
every published reference to the great peak—at least before November 1999. 
That number, 29,028 feet, was, until recently, part of our common knowl- 
edge about the world. And it turns out to be wrong, albeit by only a little 
bit. The quoted figure was determined in 1954 using the best technology 
available at the time. Our technology for doing such things as measuring 
elevations has improved radically in the intervening years. In a project spon- 
sored by the National Geographic Society, a team of climbers ascended Ever- 
est in March 1999 to remeasure the “roof of the world.” Using information 
gleaned from Global Positioning System satellites, it was determined that 
Everest is actually 7 feet higher, 29,035 feet high, and may be growing, if 
only by a small fraction of an inch each year, as a result of geological forces 
(Roach 1999). 

One of the defining characteristics of science is its pursuit of modifica- 
tion and refinement of what we know and how we explain things. Scientists 
realize they have to be ever vigilant and, contrary to what some people seem 
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to think, ever open to new information that enables us to tweak, polish, over- 
haul, or even overturn what we think we know. Science does not grudgingly 
admit the need for such refinement or reassessment but rather embraces it 
as a fundamental part of the scientific method. 

But now back to Everest. You and I have likely never been to Tibet to 
personally assess or verify any measurement of the mountain. So what crite- 
ria can we use to determine if any of it is true or accurate? It all comes back 
to epistemology. How, indeed, do we know what we think we know? 


Collecting Information: Seeing 
Isn't Necessarily Believing 


In general, people collect information in two ways: 


1. Directly through their own experiences 


2. Indirectly through specific information sources such as friends, teach- 
ers, parents, books, TV, the Internet, and so forth 


People tend to think that obtaining firsthand information—what they see or 
experience themselves—is always the best way. Unfortunately this is a false 
assumption because most people are poor observers. 

For example, the list of animals alleged to have been observed by peo- 
ple that turn out to be figments of their imaginations is staggering. It is fas- 
cinating to read Pliny, a first-century thinker, or Topsell, who wrote in the 
seventeenth century, and see detailed accounts of the nature and habits of 
dragons, griffins, unicorns, mermaids, and so on (Byrne 1979). People 
claimed to have seen these animals, gave detailed descriptions, and even 
drew pictures of them (Figure 2.2). Many folks read their books and be- 
lieved them. 

Nor are untrained observers very good at identifying known, living 
animals. A red or “lesser” panda escaped from the zoo in Rotterdam, Hol- 
land, in December 1978. Red pandas are very rare animals indigenous to 
China, Tibet, Nepal, and Burma, not Holland. They are distinctive in ap- 
pearance and cannot be readily mistaken for any other sort of animal. The 
zoo informed the press that the panda was missing, hoping the publicity 
would alert people in the area of the zoo and aid in the panda’s return. Just 
when the newspapers came out with the panda story, it was found, quite 
dead, along some railroad tracks adjacent to the zoo. Nevertheless, over one 
hundred sightings of the panda alive were reported to the zoo from all over 
the Netherlands after the animal was obviously already dead. These reports 
did not stop until several days after the newspapers announced the discov- 
ery of the dead panda (van Kampen 1979). So much for the absolute reliabil- 
ity of firsthand observation. 
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Figure 2.2 A seventeenth-century rendition of a clearly mythological beast—a Manti- 
chora. The creature was considered to be real and was described as being the size of a 
wild ass, as having quills on its tail that it could hurl at adversaries, and as having a 
fondness for human flesh. 


Collecting Information: 
Relying on Others 


In exploring the problems of secondhand information, we run into even 
more complications. When we are not in place to observe something first- 
hand, we are forced to rely on the quality of someone else’s observations, in- 
terpretations, and reports—as with the reported height of Mount Everest. 

In assessing a report-made by others, you need to ask yourself several 
questions: How did they obtain the information in the first place: revelation, 
intuition, science? What are their motives for providing this information? 
What agenda—religious, philosophical, nationalistic, or otherwise—do they 
have? What is their source of information, and how expert are they in 
the topic? 

Most people obtain information about the world and current events 
from established sources such as television news, books, or newspapers. 
Let’s look at the last of these. 

Not all newspapers are equally accurate and believable. The New York 
Times has a reputation for factual reporting and carries the following 
promise in its masthead: “All the News That’s Fit to Print.” No one, not even 
their publishers, would characterize tabloid papers like the Enquirer, the Star, 
the Examiner, the Weekly World News, or the Sun in those same terms (Bird 
1992). When asked about the accuracy of some of the more bizarre stories 
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that appear in his paper, the editor of the Weekly World News has been quoted 
as responding, “For heaven’s sake, we entertain people. We make people 
feel better” (Johnson 1994:27). Notice there is nothing in that response that 
defends or maintains the accuracy of the stories. 

The Sun is even more revealing ini the disclaimer published in every 
edition: “Sun stories seek to entertain and are about the fantastic, bizarre, 
and paranormal. The reader should suspend belief for the sake of enjoy- 
ment.” I presume this means “the reader should suspend disbelief for the 
sake of enjoyment.” In other words, leave your skepticism behind because 
this isn’t serious stuff; even we don’t believe most of it. Just read these weird 
and improbable stories for the entertainment value in them. 

In fact, most people follow that advice. In her wonderful anthropologi- 
cal study of the tabloids, S. Elizabeth Bird (1992) shows that most people 
who read the tabloids regularly do so for the celebrity gossip (which often 
turns out to be true) and for the uplifting human interest stories that are ig- 
nored by the popular press, as well as for the more bizarre material that 
adorns the pages of these publications. In terms of the latter, regular readers 
believe some (usually the stuff that reinforces previously held beliefs), but 
discard most of the rest, viewing it with a combination of interest and 
humor. 

Anthropological topics do attract quite a bit of attention from the 
tabloids (see Figure 1.1). Mark Allen Peterson (1991), a writer with back- 
grounds in anthropology and journalism, classifies tabloid stories about an- 
thropology into four categories: 


1. Aliens and ape men—These stories usually assert some alleged connec- 
tion between an isolated group of people and extraterrestrial aliens or 
Bigfoot. 


2. Whacky savages—These stories focus on the “bizarre” (that term shows 
up a lot) antics of a tribal or “primitive” people. Sexual and marriage 
practices are closely scrutinized in these articles. 


3. Whacky anthropologists—These are usually upbeat stories about anthro- 
pologists who are viewed as peculiar and eccentric intellectuals who 
travel to awful places to study odd, but nevertheless interesting, 
things. 


4. Silly studies—These stories are somewhat similar in terms of topic to 
those included in number 3, but the perspective is quite different, 
being highly critical of the tax money “wasted” in supporting the 
frivolous studies conducted by those “whacky anthropologists.” 


Tabloid stories often are absurd, and few of the writers or even the 
readers believe them. This still leaves us with the broader question: How do 
we know what to believe? This is a crucial question that all rational people 
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must ask themselves, whether talking about medicine, religion, archaeol- 
ogy, or anything else. Again, it comes back around to epistemology; how do 
we know what we think we know, and how do we know what or whom to 
believe? 


Science: Playing by the Rules 


There are ways to knowledge that are both dependable and reliable. We 
might not be able to get to absolute truths about the meaning of existence, 
but we can figure out quite a bit about our world—-about chemistry and bi- 
ology, psychology and sociology, physics and history, and even prehistory. 
The techniques used to get at knowledge we can feel confident in—knowl- 
edge that is reliable, truthful, and factual—are referred to as science. 

In large part, science is a series of techniques used to maximize the 
probability that what we think we know really reflects the way things are, 
were, or will be. Science makes no claim to have all the answers or even to 
be right all the time. On the contrary, during the process of the growth of 
knowledge and understanding, science is often wrong. Remember that even 
as seemingly fundamental a fact as the height of the tallest mountain on 
earth is subject to reassessment and correction. The only claim that we do 
make in science is that if we honestly, consistently, and vigorously pursue 
knowledge using some basic techniques and principles, the truth will even- 
tually surface and we can truly know things about the nature of the world 
in which we find ourselves. 

The question then is, What exactly is science? Hollywood has a num- 
ber of different stereotypes of scientists. Though there is the occasional fe- 
male—typically bookish, shy, with thick eyeglasses and hair in a permanent 
bun—most movie scientist archetypes are white men: the wild-eyed and 
even wilder-haired eccentric who mixes assorted chemicals in a dark, mys- 
terious laboratory; the brilliant, but egotistical young man who misuses the 
power of his remarkable discovery; the unkempt, nerdy, antisocial genius 
who is oblivious to the impact his work has on the world. The classic Doctor 
Frankenstein (Figure 2.3), the Kevin Bacon character in Hollow Man, the Dr. 
Brakish Okun of Independence Day come immediately to mind. 

So much for Hollywood. Scientists are not misfits or megalomanics 
without practical concerns or interests beyond their specialties. We are just 
people trying to arrive at some truths about how the world and the universe 
work. Although the application of science can be a slow, frustrating, all-con- 
suming enterprise, the basic assumptions we scientists hold are very simple. 
Whether we are physicists, biologists, or archaeologists, we all work from 
four underlying principles. These principles are quite straightforward, but 
equally quite crucial. 
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Figure 2.3 Gene Wilder depicted a stereotypical—and quite hilarious—mad scientist 
in the movie Young Frankenstein. As funny as his character was, it reflects a common, 
though quite mistaken, view of what real scientists are like and how they go about 
their research. (© Motion Picture and TV Photo Archive) 


1. There is a real and knowable universe. 


2. The universe (which includes stars, planets, animals, and rocks, as 
well as people, their cultures, and their histories) operates according 
to certain understandable rules or laws. 


3. These laws are immutable—that means they do not, in general, 
change depending on where you are or “when” you are. 


4. These laws can be discerned, studied, and understood by people 
through careful observation, experimentation, and research. 


Let’s look at these assumptions one at a time. 


There Is a Real and 
Knowable Universe 


In science we have to agree that there is a real universe out there for us to 
study—a universe full of stars, animals, human history, and prehistory that 
exists whether we are happy with that reality or not. 

Recently, it has become fashionable to deny this fundamental under- 
pinning of science. A group of thinkers called deconstructionists, for example, 
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believe that all science and history are merely artificial constructs, devoid of 
any objective reality or truth. For some deconstructionists, “history exists 
only in the minds of historians” (Shermer and Grobman 2000:26); the actual 
past, if there is one, can never be known. As scientists Kurt Gottfried and 
Kenneth Wilson (1997:545) state, the deconstructionists claim that “scientific 
knowledge is only a communal belief system with a dubious grip on real- 
ity.” Deconstructionists try to take apart common beliefs in an attempt to 
show that much of what we think we know is purely subjective and cultur- 
ally based. 

To some deconstructionists, there is no absolute reality for science to 
observe or explain; there are only cultural constructs of the universe that are 
different among people in different societies and even different between 
men and women within the same culture. There is not one reality but many, 
and all are equally valid. 

Deconstructionists describe science as a purely Western mode of 
thought, a mechanistic, antinature pattern based on inequality, capitalist ex- 
ploitation, and patriarchy. The objective observation and understanding at 
the heart of the scientific approach are impossibilities; the things we see and 
the explanations we come up with are informed by who we are. (See Paul R. 
Gross and Norman Levitt’s [1994] disturbing book Higher Superstition: The 
Academic Left and Its Quarrel with Science for a detailed criticism of the decon- 
structionists.) Science, to the deconstructionists, is merely the Western 
“myth”; it is no more objective and no more “real” than nonscientific myths. 

As Theodore Schick and Lewis Vaughn (1999) point out, however, if 
there is no such thing as objective truth, then no statements, including this 
one—or any of those made by the deconstructionists themselves—are objec- 
tively true. We could know nothing because there would be nothing to 
know. This is not a useful approach for human beings. Science simply is not 
the same as myth or oral tradition. Science demands rigorous testing and 
retesting, and it commonly rejects and discards previous conclusions about 
the world as a result of such testing. The same cannot be said for nonscien- 
tific explanations about how things work. 

I suppose one could attempt to demonstrate the culturally subjective 
nature of the physical principle that two things cannot occupy the same 
place at the same time by, say, standing in front of a moving train. You prob- 
ably will not see any deconstructionist attempting this anytime soon. 


The Universe Operates According 
to Understandable Laws 


In essence, what this means is that there are rules by which the universe 
works: Stars produce heat and light according to the laws of nuclear physics; 
nothing can go faster than the speed of light; all matter in the universe is at- 
tracted to all other matter (the law of gravity). 
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Though human societies are extremely complex systems and people 
may not operate according to rigid or unchanging rules of behavior, social 
scientists can, nevertheless construct lawlike generalizations that accurately 
predict how human groups react to changes in their environment and how 
their cultures evolve through time. Fof example, development of complex 
civilizations in Egypt, China, India/Pakistan, Mesopotamia, Mexico, and 
Peru was not based on random processes (Haas 1982; Lamberg-Karlovsky 
and Sabloff 1995). Their evolution seems to reflect similar general patterns. 
This is not to say that all of these civilizations were identical, any more than 
we would say that all stars are identical. On the contrary, they existed in dif- 
ferent physical and cultural environments, and so we should expect that 
they would be different. However, in each case the rise to civilization was 
preceded by development of an agricultural economy and socially stratified 
societies. In each case, civilization was also preceded by some degree of 
overall population increase as well as increased population density in some 
areas (in other words, the development of cities). Again, in each case we find 
monumental works (pyramids, temples), evidence of long-distance trade, 
and development of mathematics, astronomy, and methods of record keep- 
ing (usually, but not always, in the form of writing). The cultures in which 
civilization developed, though some were unrelated and indepen- 
dent, shared these factors because of the nonrandom patterns of cultural 
evolution. 

The point is that everything operates according to rules. In science we 
believe that by understanding these rules or laws we can understand stars, 
organisms, and even ourselves. 


The Laws Are Immutable 


That the laws do not change under ordinary conditions is a crucial concept 
in science. A law that works here, works there. A law that worked in the past 
will work today and will work in the future. 

For example, if I go to the top of the Leaning Tower of Pisa today and 
simultaneously drop two balls of unequal mass, they will fall at the same 
rate and reach the ground at the same time, just as they did when Galileo 
performed a similar experiment in the seventeenth century. If I perform the 
same experiment countless times, the same thing will occur because the laws 
of the universe (in this case, the law of gravity) do not change through time. 
They also do not change depending on where you are. Go anywhere on the 
earth and perform the same experiment—you will get the same results (try 
not to hit any pedestrians or you will see some other “laws” in operation). 
This experiment was even performed by U.S. astronauts on the moon. A 
hammer and a feather were dropped from the same height, and they hit the 
surface at precisely the same instant (the only reason this will not work on 
earth is because the feather is caught by the air and the hammer, obviously, 
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is not). We have no reason to believe that the results would be different any- 
where or “anywhen” else. 

If this assumption of science, that the laws do not change through time, 
were false, many of the so-called historical sciences, including prehistoric 
archaeology, could not exist. 

For example, historical geologists are interested in knowing how the 
various landforms we see today came into being. They recognize that they 
cannot go back in time to see how the Grand Canyon was formed. However, 
because the laws of geology that governed the development of the Grand 
Canyon have not changed through time and because these laws are still in 
operation, historical geologists can study the formation of geological fea- 
tures today and apply what they learn to the past. The same laws they can 
directly study operating in the present were operating in the past when geo- 
logical features that interest them first formed. 

In the words of nineteenth-century geologist Charles Lyell, the “pres- 
ent” we can observe is the “key” to understanding the past that we cannot. 
This is true because the laws, or rules, that govern the universe are con- 
stant—those that operate today operated in the past. This is why science 
does not limit itself to the present but makes inferences about the past and 
even predictions about the future (listen to the weather report for an exam- 
ple of this). We can do so because we can study modern, ongoing phenom- 
ena that work under the same laws that existed in the past and will exist in 
the future. 

This is where science and theology are often forced to part company 
and respectfully disagree. Remember, science depends on the constancy of 
the laws that we can discern. In contrast, advocates of many religions, 
though they might believe that there are laws that govern things (and which, 
according to them, were established by a Creator), usually (but not always) 
believe that these laws can be changed at any time by their God. In other 
words, if God does not want the apple to fall to the ground but instead to 
hover, violating the law of gravity, that is precisely what will happen. As a 
more concrete example, scientists know that the heat and light given off by a 
fire result from the transformation of mass (of the wood) to energy. Physical 
laws control this process. A theologian, however, might agree with this ordi- 
narily but feel that if God wants to create a fire that does not consume any 
mass (like the “burning bush” seen by Moses in the Old Testament), then 
this is exactly what will occur. Most scientists simply do not accept this as- 
sertion. The rules are the rules. They do not change, even though we might 
sometimes wish that they would. 


The Laws Can Be Understood 


This may be the single most important principle in science. The universe 
is, theoretically at least, knowable. It may be complicated, and it may take 
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years and years to understand even apparently simple phenomena. Each 
attempt at understanding leads us to collect more data and to test, reeval- 
uate, and refine our proposed explanations—for how planets formed, why 
a group of animals became extinct while,another thrived, or how a group 
of ancient people responded to a change in their natural environment, con- 
tact with an alien group of people, or adoption of a new technology. We 
rarely get it right the first time and are continually collecting new informa- 
tion, abandoning some interpretations while refining others. We constantly 
rethink our explanations. In this way, little by little, bit by bit, we expand 
our knowledge and understanding. Through this kind of careful observa- 
tion and objective research and experimentation, we can indeed know 
things. 

So, our assumptions are simple enough. We accept the existence of a 
reality independent of our own minds, and we accept that this reality works 
according to a series of unchanging laws or rules. We also claim that we can 
recognize and understand these laws, or at least recognize the patterns that 
result from these universal rules. The question remains then: How do we do 
science—how do we explore the nature of the universe, whether our interest 
is planets, stars, atoms, or human prehistory? 


The Workings of Science 


We can know things by employing the rules of logic and rational thought. 
Scientists—archaeologists or otherwise—usually work through a combina- 
tion of the logical processes known as induction and deduction. The dictio- 
nary definition of induction is “arguing from specifics to generalities,” 
whereas deduction is defined as the reverse, arguing from generalities to 
specifics. 

What is essential to good science is objective, unbiased observations— 
of planets, molecules, rock formations, archaeological sites, and so on. Often, 
on the basis of these specific observations, we induce explanations called 
hypotheses for how these things work. 

For example, we may study the planets Mercury, Venus, Earth, and 
Mars (each one presents specific bits of information). We then induce gen- 
eral rules about how we think these inner planets in our solar system were 
formed. Or we might study a whole series of different kinds of molecules 
and then induce general rules about how all molecules interact chemically. 
We may study different rock formations and make general conclusions 
about their origin. We can study a number of specific prehistoric sites and 
make generalizations about how cultures evolved. 

Notice that we cannot directly observe planets forming, the rules of 
molecular interaction, rocks being made, or prehistoric cultures evolving. 
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Instead, we are inducing general conclusions and principles concerning our 
data that seem to follow logically from what we have been able to observe. 

This process of induction, though crucial to science, is not enough. We 
need to go beyond our induced hypotheses by testing them. If our induced 
hypotheses are indeed valid—that is, if they really represent the actual rules 
according to which some aspect of the universe (planets, molecules, rocks, 
ancient societies) works—they should be able to hold up under the rigors of 
scientific hypothesis testing. 

Observation and suggestion of hypotheses, therefore, are only the first 
steps in a scientific investigation. In science we always need to go beyond 
observation and hypothesizing. We need to set up a series of “if... then” 
statements; “if” our hypothesis is true, “then” the following deduced “facts” 
will also be true. Our results are not always precise and clear-cut, especially 
in a science like archaeology, but this much should be clear—scientists are 
not just out there collecting a bunch of interesting facts. Facts are always col- 
lected within the context of trying to explain something or in trying to test a 
hypothesis. 

As an example of this logical process, consider the health effects of 
smoking. How can scientists be sure that smoking is bad for you? After all, 
it’s pretty rare that someone takes a puff on a cigarette and immediately 
drops dead. The certainty comes from a combination of induction and de- 
duction. Observers have noticed for about 300 years that people who 
smoked seemed to be more likely to get certain diseases than people who did 
not smoke. As long ago as the seventeenth century, people noticed that ha- 
bitual pipe smokers were subject to tumor growths on their lips and in their 
mouths. From such observations we can reasonably, though tentatively, in- 
duce a hypothesis of the unhealthfulness of smoking, but we still need to 
test such a hypothesis. We need to set up “if... then” statements. If, in fact, 
smoking is a hazard to your health (the hypothesis we have induced based 
on our observations), then we should be able to deduce some predictions 
that must also be true. Sure enough, when we test specific, deduced predic- 
tions such as 


. Smokers will have a higher incidence of lung cancer than nonsmokers 
. Smokers will have a higher incidence of emphysema 

. Smokers will take more sick days from work 

. Smokers will get more upper-respiratory infections 


. Smokers will have diminished lung capacity 


D VU be WY N = 


. Smokers will have a shorter life expectancy 


we see that our original, induced hypothesis—cigarette smoking is haz- 
ardous to your health—is upheld. 
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That was easy, but also obvious. How about an example with more 
mystery to it, one in which scientists—acting like detectives—had to solve a 
puzzle to save lives? Carl Hempel (1966), a philosopher of science, provided 
the following example in his book The Philosophy of Natural Science. 


The Case of Childbed Fever 


In the 1840s things were not going well at the Vienna General Hospital, par- 
ticularly in ward 1 of the Maternity Division. In ward 1 more than one in ten 
of the women brought in to give birth died soon after of a terrible disease 
called “childbed fever.” This was a high death rate even for the 1840s. In one 
year 11.4 percent of the women who gave birth in ward 1 died of this disease. 
It was a horrible situation and truly mystifying when you consider the fact 
that in ward 2, another maternity division in the same hospital at the same 
time, only about one in fifty of the women (2 percent) died from this disease. 

Many people tried to induce hypotheses to explain these facts. It was 
suggested that more women were dying in ward 1 because of “atmospheric 
disturbances” or “cosmic forces.” However, no one had considered the de- 
ductive implications of the various hypotheses—those things that would 
necessarily have been true if the proposed, induced explanation were in fact 
true. No one, that is, until a Hungarian doctor, Ignaz Semmelweis, attacked 
the problem in 1348. 

Semmelweis made some observations in the maternity wards at the 
hospital. He noted some differences between wards 1 and 2 and induced a 
series of possible explanations for the drastic difference in the mortality 
rates. Semmelweis suggested: 


1. Ward 1 tended to be more crowded than ward 2. The overcrowding in 
ward 1 was the cause of the higher mortality rate there. 


2. Women in ward 1 were from a lower socioeconomic class and tended 
to give birth lying on their backs, whereas in ward 2 the predominant 
position was on the side. Birth position was the cause of the higher 
mortality rate. 


3. There was a psychological factor involved; the hospital priest had to 
walk through ward 1 to administer the last rites to dying patients in 
other wards. This sight so upset some women already weakened by 
the ordeal of childbirth that it contributed to their deaths. 


4. There were more student doctors in ward 1. Students were rougher 
than experienced physicians in their treatment of the women, unin- 
tentionally harming them and contributing to their deaths. 


These induced hypotheses all sounded good. Each marked a genuine differ- 
ence between wards 1 and 2 that might have caused the difference in the 
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death rate. Semmelweis was doing what most scientists do in such a sit- 
uation; he was relying on creativity and imagination in seeking out an 
explanation. 

Creativity and imagination are just as important to science as good ob- 
servation. But being creative and imaginative was not enough. It did not 
help the women who were still dying at an alarming rate. Semmelweis had 
to go beyond producing possible explanations; he had to test each one of 
them. So, he deduced the necessary implications of each: 


1. If hypothesis 1 were correct, then alleviating the crowding in ward 1 
should reduce the mortality rate. Semmelweis tried precisely that. The 
result: no change. So the first hypothesis was rejected. It had failed the 
scientific test; it simply could not be correct. 


2. Semmelweis went on to test hypothesis 2 by changing the birth posi- 
tions of the women in ward 1 to match those of the women in ward 2. 
Again, there was no change, and another hypothesis was rejected. 


3. Next, to test hypothesis 3, Semmelweis rerouted the priest. Again, 
women in ward 1 continued to die of childbed fever at about five 
times the rate of those in ward 2. 


4. Finally, to test hypothesis 4, Semmelweis made a special effort to get 
the student doctors to be more gentle in their birth assistance to the 
women in ward 1. The result was the same; 10 or 11 percent of the 
women in ward 1 died compared to about 2 percent in ward 2. 


Then, as so often happens in science, Semmelweis had a stroke of luck. 
An acquaintance—also a doctor—died, and the manner of his death pro- 
vided Semmelweis with another possible explanation for the problem in 
ward 1. Though Semmelweis’s friend was not a woman who had recently 
given birth, he did have precisely the same symptoms as did the women 
who were dying of childbed fever. Most important, this doctor had died of a 
disease similar to childbed fever soon after accidentally cutting himself dur- 
ing an autopsy. 

Viruses and bacteria were unknown in the 1840s. Surgical instruments 
were not sterilized, no special effort was made to clean the hands, and doc- 
tors did not wear gloves during operations and autopsies. Semmelweis had 
another hypothesis; perhaps the greater number of medical students in 
ward 1 was at the root of the mystery, but not because of their inexperience. 
Instead, these students, as part of their training, were much more likely than 
experienced doctors to be performing autopsies. Supposing that there was 
something bad in dead bodies and this something had entered Semmel- 
weis’s friend’s system through his wound—could the same bad “stuff” 
(Semmelweis called it “cadaveric material”) get onto the hands of the stu- 
dent doctors, who then might, without washing, go on to help a woman give 
birth? Then, if this “cadaveric material” were transmitted into the woman's 


30 Epistemology: How You Know What You Know 


body during the birth of her baby, this material might lead to her death. It 
was a simple enough hypothesis to test. Semmelweis simply had the stu- 
dent doctors carefully wash their hands after performing autopsies. The 
women stopped dying at a higher rate,in-ward 1. Semmelweis had solved 
the mystery. 


Science and Nonscience: 
The Essential Differences 


Through objective observation and analysis, a scientist, whether a physicist, 
chemist, biologist, psychologist, or archaeologist, sees things that need ex- 
plaining. Through creativity and imagination, the scientist suggests possible 
hypotheses to explain these “mysteries.” The scientist then sets up a rigor- 
ous method through experimentation or subsequent research to deductively 
test the validity of a given hypothesis. If the implications of a hypothesis are 
shown not to be true, the hypothesis must be rejected and then it's back to 
the drawing board. If the implications are found to be true, we can uphold 
or support our hypothesis. 

A number of other points should be made here. The first is that fora 
hypothesis, whether it turns out to be upheld or not, to be scientific, it must 
be testable. In other words, there must be clear, deduced implications that 
can be drawn from the hypothesis and then tested. Remember the hypothe- 
ses of “cosmic influences” and “atmospheric disturbances”? How can you 
test these? What are the necessary implications that can be deduced from 
the hypothesis “More women died in ward 1 because of atmospheric distur- 
bances”? There really aren’t any, and therefore such a hypothesis is not sci- 
entific—it cannot be tested. Remember, in the methodology of science, we 
ordinarily need to 


1. Observe 


2. Induce general hypotheses or possible explanations for what we have 
observed 


3. Deduce specific things that must also be true if our hypothesis is true 


4. Test the hypothesis by checking out the deduced implications 


As Michael Shermer (1997:19) points out, “Science, of course, is not this 
rigid, and no scientist consciously goes through ‘steps.’ The process is a con- 
stant interaction of making observations, drawing conclusions, making pre- 
dictions, and checking them against evidence.” 

Testing a hypothesis is crucial. If there are no specific implications ofa 
hypothesis that can then be analyzed as a test of the validity or usefulness of 
that hypothesis, then you simply are not doing and cannot do “science.” 

For example, suppose you observe a person who appears to be able 
to “guess” the value of a playing card picked from a deck. Next, assume 
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that someone hypothesizes that “psychic” ability is involved. Finally, 
suppose the claim is made that the “psychic” ability goes away as soon 
as you try to test it (actually named the “shyness effect” by some researchers 
of the paranormal). Such a claim is not itself testable and therefore not 
scientific. 

Beyond the issue of testability, another lesson is involved in determin- 
ing whether an approach to a problem is scientific. Semmelweis induced 
four different hypotheses to explain the difference in mortality rates between 
wards 1 and 2. These “competing” explanations are called multiple working 
hypotheses. Notice that Semmelweis did not simply proceed by a process of 
elimination. He did not, for example, test the first three hypotheses and— 
after finding them invalid—declare that the fourth was necessarily correct 
because it was the only one left that he had thought of. 

Some people try to work that way. A light is seen in the sky. Someone 
hypothesizes it was a meteor. We find out that it was not. Someone else hy- 
pothesizes that it was a military rocket. Again this turns out to be incorrect. 
Someone else suggests that it was the Goodyear Blimp, but that turns out to 
have been somewhere else. Finally, someone suggests that it was the space- 
craft of people from another planet. Some will say that this must be correct 
because none of the other explanations panned cut. This is nonsense. There 
are plenty of other possible explanations. Eliminating all of the explanations 
we have been able to think of except one (which, perhaps, has no testable 
implications) in no way allows us to uphold that final hypothesis. You will 
see just such an error in logic with regard to the Shroud of Turin artifact dis- 
cussed in Chapter 11. 


A Cheap—But Effective—Trick 


Let me explain a card trick I perform with Dr. Michael Park—a friend and 
colleague—_to show why this process of elimination doesn’t work. I ask a 
student in class to select a card from a deck, showing the face of the card to 
me and all the other students in the room while my colleague sits comfort- 
ably in his home office twenty miles away. From the classroom, I then call 
Mike on the phone and “telepathically” transmit the face of the card across 
the telephone wires. We can get it right every time; our years of collabora- 
tive work have left us incredibly tuned-in to each other psychically. Or so 
we would have our audience believe. 
Are you a skeptic? If so, you might ask: 


1. Is it a fixed or “gimmicked” deck? 

2. Is there a hidden mini-camera or microphone in the classroom with a 
feed to Mike’s house? 

3. Is the student who selects the card a plant, a co-conspirator in the 
magic trick? 
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All good questions, but the answer is “no” each time. Based on your 
three incorrect suggestions, would it make sense to conclude that what you 
saw was not a trick at all but an example of real “supernatural magic” or 
telepathy? Wouldn't it make more sense simply to admit that you do not 
have the expertise to come up with a more reasonable hypothesis? 

You are not supposed to reveal the secret behind a magic trick, but just 
this once Ill break that rule. After all, it’s an old, not particularly sophisti- 
cated trick—and it has been widely published. It is actually quite simple. 
When I call Mike on the phone, in the seemingly innocuous chatter that tran- 
spires between us as he attempts to “read my mind,” I simply tell him which 
card it is. “But,” you object, “don’t students pick up on this?” No, they don't, 
because our conversation is in a simple, but pretty much impenetrable, pre- 
determined code. 

It works like this. When I call, I address Mike using the code we both 
know. If I say “Hello Mike,” that indicates that it’s a red card, but if I say “Hi 
Michael,” it’s a black card. Suppose I say “Hi Michael” (indicating the card 
is black), and next I say “Are you ready?” In our code that means it’s a club, 
but if instead I say “We are ready here,” it’s a spade. Everything else I say is 
based on the code and identifies the card to my accomplice: picture card ver- 
sus number, even the actual value of the card. The key to the code is that 
everything I say is something that would be expected in our conversation; it 
all sounds like reasonable, ordinary, harmless banter wholly unrelated to his 
“nsychically reading” the card. Mike doesn’t even need to memorize the 
code—he can have it written down on a piece of paper. 

Now, wouldn’t you feel a bit foolish if, on the basis of this silly little 
trick, you changed your worldview and began believing in telepathy or 
magic? You should feel foolish, but don’t feel bad—you would not be the 
first to have fallen for this kind of trick. 


A Rule in Assessing Explanations 


Finally, there is another rule to hypothesis making and testing. It is called 
Occam’s razor or Occam’s rule. In thinking, in trying to solve a problem, or in 
attempting to explain some phenomenon, “Entities are not to be multiplied 
beyond necessity.” In other words, the explanation or hypothesis that ex- 
plains a series of observations with the fewest other assumptions or leaps— 
the hypothesis that does not multiply these entities beyond necessity—is 
the best explanation. Galileo adhered to his own version of this, assert- 
ing that the simplest explanations for astronomical observations were 
the best. 

Here is an actual example of Occam’s razor at work. During the eigh- 
teenth and nineteenth centuries, huge, buried, fossilized bones were found 
throughout North America and Europe (Figure 2.4). One hypothesis, the 
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Figure 2.4 An 1827 lithograph of a fossil quarry in the Tilgate Forest, Sussex, 
England. Workers are extracting a dinosaur bone frorn a ie rock fragment. 
(From Mantell’s Geology of Sussex) 


2 
simplest, was that the bones were the remains of animals that no longer ex- 
isted. This hypothesis simply relied on the assumption that bones do not 
come into existence by themselves but always serve as the skeletons of ani- 
mals. Therefore, when you find bones, there must have been animals who 
used those bones. However, another hypothesis was suggested: The bones 
were deposited by the Devil to fool us into thinking that such animals ex- 
isted (Howard 1975). This hypothesis “multiplied” those “entities” Occam 
warned us about. This explanation demanded many more assumptions 
about the universe than did the first: There is a Devil, that Devil is interested 
in human affairs, he wants to fool us, he has the ability to make bones of an- 
imals that never existed, and he has the ability to hide them under the 
ground and inside solid rock. That is quite a number of unproven (and 
largely untestable) claims to swallow. Thus, Occam’s razor says the simpler 
hypothesis, that these great bones are evidence of the existence of animals 
that no longer exist—in other words, dinosaurs—is better. The other expla- 
nation raises more questions than it answers. 
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The Art of Science 


Don’t get the impression that science is a mechanical enterprise. Science is at 
least partially an art. It is much more than just observing the results of 
experiments. 

It takes great creativity to recognize a “mystery” in the first place. In the 
apocryphal story, countless apples had fallen from countless trees and un- 
doubtedly conked the noggins of multitudes of stunned individuals who 
never thought much about it. It took a fabulously creative individual, Isaac 
Newton, to even recognize that herein lay a mystery. Why did the apple fall? 
It could have hovered in midair. It could have moved off in any of the cardi- 
nal directions. It could have gone straight up and out of sight. But it did not. It 
fell to the ground as it always had, in all places, and as it always would. It 
took great imagination to recognize that in this simple observation (and in a 
bump on the head) rested the eloquence of a fundamental law of the universe. 


Where Do Hypotheses Come From? 


Coming up with hypotheses is not a simple or mechanical procedure. The 
scientific process requires creativity. Hypotheses arrive as often in flashes of 
insight as through plodding, methodical observation. Consider this example. 

My field crew and I had just finished excavating the 2,000-year-old 
Loomis II archaeological site in Connecticut where a broad array of different 
kinds of stones had been used for making tools. Some of the “lithics” came 
from sources close to the site. Other sources were located at quite a distance, 
as much as a few hundred miles away. These nonnative “exotic” lithics were 
universally superior; tools could be made more easily from the nonlocal ma- 
terials, and the edges produced were much sharper. 

At the time the site was being excavated, I noticed that there seemed to 
be a pattern in terms of the size of the individual tools we were recovering. 
Tools made from the locally available and generally inferior materials of 
quartz and basalt were relatively large, and the pieces of rock that showed 
no evidence of use—archaeologists call these discarded pieces debitage— 
were also relatively large. In contrast, the tools made from the superior ma- 
terials—a black flint and two kinds of jasper—that originated at a great 
distance from the site were much smaller. Even inconsequential flakes of ex- 
otic stone—pieces you could barely hold between two fingers—showed evi- 
dence of use, and only the tiniest of flakes was discarded without either 
further modification for use or evidence of use, such as for scraping, cutting, 
or piercing. 

I thought it was an interesting pattern but didn’t think much of it until 
about a year later when I was cleaning up the floor of my lab after a class in 
experimental archaeology where students were replicating stone tools. We 
used a number of different raw materials in the class, and just as was 
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the case for the site, stone of inferior quality was readily available a few 
miles away, whereas more desirable material was from more distant sources. 

As I cleaned up, I noticed that the discarded stone chips left by the stu- 
dents included perfectly serviceable pieces of the locally available, easy-to- 
obtain stone, and only the tiniest fragments of flint and obsidian. We 
obtained flint in New York State from a source about 80 miles from campus, 
and we received obsidian from Wyoming. Suddenly it was clear to me that 
the pattern apparent at the archaeological site was repeating itself nearly 
two thousand years later among my students. More “valuable” stone—func- 
tionally superior and difficult to obtain—was used more efficiently, and 
there was far less waste than in stone that was easy to obtain and more diffi- 
cult to work. I could now phrase this insight as a hypothesis and test it using 
the site data: More valuable lithic materials were used more efficiently at the 
Loomis II archaeological site (Feder 1981). In fact, by a number of measure- 
ments, this turned out to be precisely the case. The hypothesis itself came to 
me when I wasn’t thinking of anything in particular; I was simply sweeping 
the floor. 

It may take great skill and imagination to invent a hypothesis in the at- 
tempt to understand why things seem to work the way they do. Remember, 
ward 1 at the Vienna General Hospital did not have written over its doors, 
“Overcrowded Ward” or “Ward with Student Doctors Who Don’t Wash 
Their Hands after Autopsies.” It took imagination, first, to recognize that 
there were differences between the wards and, second, to hypothesize that 
some of the differences might logically be at the root of the mystery. After 
all, there were in all likelihood many, many differences between the wards: 
their compass orientations, the names of the nurses, the precise alignment of 
the windows, the astrological signs of the doctors who worked in the wards, 
and so on. If a scientist were to attempt to test all of these differences as hy- 
pothetical causes of a mystery, nothing would ever be solved. Occam’s razor 
must be applied. We need to focus our intellectual energies on those possi- 
ble explanations that require few other assumptions. Only after all of these 
have been eliminated can we legitimately consider others. As summarized 
by that great fictional detective, Sherlock Holmes: 


It is of the highest importance in the art of detection to be able to recog- 
nize, out of a number of tacts, which are incidental and which are vital. 
Otherwise, your energy and attention must be dissipated instead of 
being concentrated. (Doyle 1891-1902:275) 


Semmelweis concentrated his attention on first four, then a fifth possi- 
ble explanation. Like all good scientists he had to use some amount of what 
we can call “intuition” to sort out the potentially vital from the probably in- 
cidental. Even in the initial sorting we may be wrong. Overcrowding, birth 
position, and psychological trauma seemed like very plausible explanations 
to Semmelweis, but they were wrong nonetheless. 
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Testing Hypotheses 


Finally, it takes skill and inventiveness to suggest ways for testing the hy- 
pothesis in question. We must, out of our own heads, be able to invent the 
“then” part of our “if . . . then” statements. We need to be able to suggest 
those things that must be true if our hypothesis is to be supported. There re- 
ally is an art to that. Anyone can claim there was a Lost Continent of Atlantis 
(Chapter 8), but often it takes a truly inventive mind to suggest precisely 
what archaeologists must find if the hypothesis of its existence 1s indeed to 
be valid. 

Semmelweis tested his hypotheses and solved the mystery of childbed 
fever by changing conditions in ward 1 to see if the death rate would change. 
In essence, testing each hypothesis was an experiment. 

It might seem obvious that medical researchers, physicists, or chemists 
working in labs can perform experiments, observe the results, and come to 
reasonable conclusions about what transpired. But how about the historical 
disciplines, including historical geology, history, and prehistoric archaeol- 
ogy? Researchers in these fields cannot go back in time to be there when the 
events they are attempting to describe and explain took place. Can they re- 
ally know what happened in the past? 

Yes, they can, by what historians Michael Shermer and Alex Grobman 
(2000:32) call a “convergence of evidence.” For example, in their book, Deny- 
ing History: Who Says the Holocaust Never Happened and Why Do They Say It? 
they respond to those who deny that the Germans attempted to exterminate 
the Jewish population of Europe in the 1930s and 1940s. After all, even 
though that era isn’t ancient history, we still can’t return to observe it for 
ourselves, so how do we know what really happened? Shermer and Grob- 
man marshal multiple sources of evidence, including documents like letters, 
speeches, blueprints, and articles where Germans discussed their plans; eye- 
witness accounts of individual atrocities; photographs showing the horror 
of the camps; the physical remains of the camps themselves; inferential evi- 
dence like demographic data showing that approximately 6 million Euro- 
pean Jews disappeared during this period. Though we cannot travel back in 
time to the 1940s, these different and independent lines of evidence con- 
verge, allowing us to conclude with absolute certainty that a particular his- 
torical event—in this case, the Holocaust—actually happened. Indeed, we 
can know what happened in history—and prehistory. 

Ultimately, whether a science is experimentally based or not makes lit- 
tle logical difference in testing hypotheses. Instead of predicting what the 
results of a given experiment must be if our induced hypothesis is useful or 
valid, we predict what new data we must be able to find if a given hypothe- 
sis is correct. 

For instance, we may hypothesize that long-distance trade is a key ele- 
ment in the development of civilization based on our analysis of the ancient 
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Maya. We deduce that if this is correct—if this is, in fact, a general rule of 
cultural evolution—then we must find large quantities of trade items in 
other parts of the world where civilization also developed. We might further 
deduce that these items should be found in contexts that denote their value 
and importance to the society (for example, in the burials of leaders). We 
must then determine the validity of our predictions and, indirectly, our hy- 
pothesis by going out and conducting more research. We need to excavate 
sites belonging to other ancient civilizations and see if they followed the 
same pattern as seen for the Maya relative to the importance of trade. 

Testing a hypothesis is not easy. Sometimes errors in testing can lead to 
incorrectly validating or rejecting a hypothesis. Some of you may have al- 
ready caught a potential problem in Semmelweis’s application of the scien- 
tific method. Remember hypothesis 4? It was initially suggested that the 
student doctors were at the root of the higher death rate in ward 1 because 
they were not as gentle in assisting in birthing as were the more experienced 
doctors. This hypothesis was not borne out by testing. Retraining the stu- 
dents had no effect on the’ mortality rate in ward 1. But suppose that Sem- 
melweis had tested this hypothesis instead by removing the students 
altogether prior to their retraining. From what we now know, the death rate 
would have indeed declined, and Semmelweis would have concluded in- 
correctly that the specific hypothesis was correct. We can assume that once 
the retrained students were returned to the ward (gentler, perhaps, but with 
their hands still dirty) the death rate would have jumped up again because 
the students were indeed at the heart of the matter, but not because of their 
presumed rough handling of the maternity patients. 

This should point out that our testing of hypotheses takes a great deal 
of thought and that we can be wrong. We must remember: We have a hy- 
pothesis, we have the deduced implications, and we have the test. We can 
make errors at any place within this process—the hypothesis may be incor- 
rect, the implications may be wrong, or the way we test them may be incor- 
rect. Scientists are not perfect, and biases and preconceptions can interfere 
with this process. Certainty in science is a scarce commodity. There are al- 
ways new hypotheses, alternative explanations, and more deductive impli- 
cations to test. Nothing is ever finished, nothing is set in concrete, nothing is 
ever defined or raised to the level of religious truth. 


The Human Enterprise of Science 


Kurt Gottfried and Kenneth Wilson (1997:545) make the distinction between 
“science-as-knowledge” and “science-as-practice.” Of course, there is a real, 
objective truth that we all aspire to obtain; science is the knowledge that we 
gain in the process. Science, however, also is a very human endeavor prac- 
ticed by imperfect human beings. Scientists are not isolated from the cultures 
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and times in which they live. They share many of the same prejudices and 
biases of other members of their societies. Scientists learn from mentors at 
universities and inherit their perspectives. It often is quite difficult to go 
against the scientific grain, to question accumulated wisdom, and to suggest 
a new approach or perspective. 

Consider the case of meteors. Today we take it for granted that some- 
times quite large, extraterrestrial, natural objects go streaking across the sky 
and sometimes even strike the ground (then they are called meteorites). You 
may even be aware that major meteor showers can be seen twice a year: the 
Perseid shower in August and the Leonid shower in November. Perhaps 
you have been lucky enough to see a major meteor or “bolide,” an awesome 
example of nature’s fireworks. But until about two hundred years ago the 
notion that solid stone or metallic objects originating in space regularly enter 
the earth’s atmosphere and sometimes strike the ground was controversial 
and, in fact, rejected by most scientists. In 1704 Sir Isaac Newton categori- 
cally rejected the notion that there could be meteors because he did not be- 
lieve there could be any cosmological source for them. 

The quality of an argument and the evidence marshalled in its support 
should be all that matters in science. The authority or reputation of the sci- 
entist should not matter. Nevertheless, not many scientists were willing to 
go against the considered opinion of as bright a scientific luminary as Isaac 
Newton. Even so, a few brave thinkers risked their reputations by conclud- 
ing that meteors really did originate in outer space. Their work was roundly 
criticized, at least for a time. But science is “self-corrective.” Hypotheses are 
constantly being refined and retested as new data are collected. 

In 1794, over the skies of Siena, Italy, there was a spectacular shower of 
about 3,000 meteors, seen by tens of thousands of people (Cowen 1995). 
Even then, a nonmeteoric explanation was suggested. By coincidence, 
Mount Vesuvius had erupted just eighteen hours before the shower, and 
some tried to blame the volcano for being the source of the objects flaming 
in the skies over Italy. 

Critics did what they could to dispel the “myth” of an extraterrestrial 
source for the streaks of light over Siena, but they could not succeed. Fur- 
ther investigation of subsequent major meteor falls in the late 1700s and 
early 1800s, as well as examination of the chemical makeup of some of the 
objects that had actually fallen from the sky (an iron and nickel alloy not 
found on earth), convinced most by the early nineteenth century that mete- 
ors are what we now know them to be—extraterrestrial chunks of stone 
or metal that flame brightly when they enter our planet’s atmosphere. 

Philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn (1970) has suggested that the 
growth of scientific knowledge is not neatly linear, with knowledge simply 
building on knowledge. He maintains that science remains relatively static 
for periods and that most thinkers work under the same set of assump- 
tions—the same paradigm. New ideas or perspectives, like those of Semmel- 
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weis or Einstein, that challenge the existing orthodoxy are usually initially 
rejected. Only once scientists get over the shock of the new ideas and start 
testing the new frameworks suggested by these new paradigms are great 
jumps in knowledge made. 

That is why in science we propose, test, tentatively accept, but never 
prove a hypothesis. We keep only those hypotheses that cannot be dis- 
proved. As long as a hypothesis holds up under the scrutiny of additional 
testing through experiment and is not contradicted by new data, we accept 
it as the best explanation so far. Some hypotheses sound good, pass the rig- 
ors of initial testing, but are later shown to be inadequate or invalid. Oth- 
ers—for example, the hypothesis of biological evolution—-have held up so 
well (all new data either were or could have been deduced from it) that they 
will probably always be upheld. We usually call these very well supported 
hypotheses theories. However, it is in the nature of science that no matter 
how well an explanation of some aspect of reality has held up, we must al- 
ways be prepared to consider new tests and better explanations. 

We are interested in knowledge and explanations of the universe that 
work. As long as these explanations work, we keep them. As soon as they 
cease being effective because new data and tests show them to be incom- 
plete or misguided, we discard them and seek new ones. In one sense, Sem- 
melweis was wrong after all, though his explanation worked at the time—he 
did save lives through its application—-we now know that there is nothing 
inherently bad in “cadaveric material.” Dead bodies are not the cause of 
childbed fever. Today we realize that it is bacteria that can grow in the flesh 
of a dead body that can get on a doctor’s hands, infect a pregnant woman, 
and cause her death. Semmelweis worked in a time before the existence of 
such things was known. Science in this way always grows, expands, and 
evolves. See Table 2.1 for a number of works that discuss the method of 
science. 


Science and Archaeology 


The study of the human past is a science and relies on the same general logi- 
cal processes that all sciences do. Unfortunately, perhaps as a result of its 
popularity, the data of archaeology have often been used by people to at- 
tempt to prove some idea or claim. Too often, these attempts have been 
bereft of science. 

Archaeology has attracted frauds and fakes. Myths about the human 
past have been created and popularized. Misunderstandings of how archae- 
ologists go about their tasks and what we have discovered about the human 
story have too often been promulgated. As I stated in Chapter 1, my pur- 
pose is to describe the misuse of archaeology and the nonscientific applica- 
tion of the data from this field. In the chapters that follow, the perspective of 
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Table 2.1 Books That Explain the Scientific Method 


Author Book Title Year Publisher 

Stephen Carey A Beginner's Guide to Scientific Method 1998 Wadsworth 

Howard Kahane Logic and Contemporary Rhetoric: 1998 Wadsworth 
The Use of Reason in Everyday Life 

Daisie Radner and Science and Unreason 1982 Wadsworth 

Michael Radner 


Milton Rothman The Science Gap: Dispelling Myths and 1992 Prometheus Books 
Understanding the Reality of Science 


Carl Sagan The Demon-Haunted World 1995 Random House 

Michael Shermer Why People Believe Weird Things 1997 W. H. Freeman 

Theodore Schick, Jr. How to Think About Weird Things: 1999 Mayfield 

and Lewis Vaughn Critical Thinking for a New Age 

Lewis Wolpert The Unnatural Nature of Science 1993 Harvard University 
Press 





science will be applied to frauds, myths, and mysteries concerning the 
human past. 








> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. Can science answer all of our questions? 


No, but it never promised to. Science is a process, a way to approach 
questions about the physical world (including people and their cultures), 
not the metaphysical world. Scientists endeavor to understand how the 
universe works. The search for meaning is valuable and we all do it: Why 
are we here in this universe? What is the point of our existence? How should 
we behave toward one another? How should we treat the planet on which 
we live? Though science can provide the framework for a worldview or phi- 
losophy, the answers to these philosophical questions are not discovered 
through science. 


2. Doesn't scientific truth change in every generation? 


In a sense, this is true. But our understanding of the world is not sim- 
ply cyclical. We do not build an edifice of knowledge today only to tear it 
down tomorrow. The knowledge accumulated by each generation of scien- 
tists is refined and built upon by each subsequent generation. We really do 
know more today about how the solar system formed, the constituents of 
atoms, earth history, the etiology of disease, and the evolution of our species 
than we knew a century, a decade, or even a year ago. 


Critical Thinking Exercises 41 


“22 SES ClP nls N as) pe 





http://www. windsor.igs.net/~nhodgins/retrospective_semmelweis.html 


A brief presentation about childbed fever, with a series of statements taken 
directly from The Etiology. Concept and Prophylaxis of Childbed Fever, written 
by Ignaz Semmelweis, the Hungarian doctor who solved the mystery. 


http://www.csicop.org/bibliography/home.cgi 

Extensive bibliography and reviews by skeptics of numerous topics related 
to the occult and the paranormal, as well as examination of fringe claims, in- 
cluding those made about the field of archaeology. 


hitp://www.skepticfriends.org/ 


Click on the links for The Scientific Method and A Field Guide to Critical 
Thinking. Wonderfully concise discussions to supplement Chapter 2. 


C = > CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISES <—--—--—-— 


1. Atelevised “documentary” called “The Alien Autopsy” purported to 
depict the genuine autopsy of an extraterrestrial alien killed in a crash, 
presumably at Roswell, New Mexico, more than forty years ago. 
Using Occam's razor, how would you explain such a film? What kind 
of evidence would be needed before you would accept the claim that 
the alien autopsy shown in the film represents the genuine examina- 
tion of the corpse of an extraterrestrial alien? After answering these 
questions, visit the Web site http: // www.trudang.com /autopsy.html 
for the perspective of a group of Hollywood special effects experts. 


ho 


. How do we know that the Holocaust really happened? What is meant 
by the assertion that we know it happened as the result of a “conver- 
gence of evidence”? 


3. Now go back and look at the topics listed in Table 1.1 in Chapter 1. 
How would you test each of these topics scientifically—in other 
words, how would you test the validity of UFOs as extraterrestrial 
spacecraft, the reality of ESP, and the rest? 


OOOOOOO® 3 GOOGHOHSHOO 


The Goliath at New York: 
The Cardiff Giant 


Myths and fairy tales are filled with stories of giant human beings. From the 
rough customer Jack ran into at the top of the Beanstalk to Paul Bunyan, 
giants have been used by legend makers to teach lessons to children or sim- 
ply to entertain. 

Sometimes legends, myths, or fairy tales have some basis in reality. 
After all, there really are “giants,” aren’t there? Every NBA team has at least 
one 7-footer in its ranks, and by the standards of any human population, 
7 feet is enormously tall—in fact, “gigantic.” Most of these basketball play- 
ers are “normal.” That is, their great height is not the result of any medical 
condition—they are just tall, teetering at the high end of human height varia- 
tion. The stature of some even taller individuals, however, is the result of 
one of a number of different medical pathologies. For example, some people 
develop tumors on their pituitary glands resulting in a condition called acro- 
megaly. Their ailment is marked by oversized extremities, a massive and 
misshapen head, a very deep voice, and a short life span, as well as great 
height. 

Though records are not complete or reliable enough to answer the 
question, Who was the tallest human being who ever lived?, we do have 
information about some individuals who attained what is almost certainly 
the upper limit of the human height range. The tallest reliably recorded 
living woman is Sandy Allen of Indianapolis, Indiana. Ms. Allen is 7 feet 
7.25 inches tall (she even has her own Web site: http: //members.aol.com/ 
giantess /index.html). As remarkable as her height may be, she is not the 
tallest woman for whom we have records; that distinction goes to Zeng Jin- 
lian in China, who was a truly gigantic 8 feet 1.75 inches. Ri Myong-hun of 
North Korea was measured at 7 feet 8.5 inches in 1998 and is the tallest liv- 
ing man. The tallest human being for whom we have documented evidence 
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was Robert Wadlow of Alton, Illinois. His height was a gargantuan 8 feet 
11.1 inches; he weighed close to 500 pounds when he died in 1940 
(http: /,, www.altonweb.com/ history /wadlow /). 

But in this chapter we are not talking about the rare, exceptionally tall 
individual or the occasional result of an uncommon medical pathology. In 
the centuries before our own, many people accepted the existence in antiq- 
uity of an entire race of giant people 8, 9, or 10 feet tall—or even taller. They 
believed this because the Bible clearly stated that giant people inhabited the 
earth in ancient times. The Book of Genesis in the Old Testament makes it 
clear: “There were giants in the earth in those days” (Genesis 6:4). A com- 
puter search of the Bible produces eighteen specific references to giant peo- 
ple, including the entire Kingdom of Og in a place called Bashan (part of 
modern Syria). There are several other biblical references to “the valley of 
the giants” and a few allusions to the “remnants of the giants” —it seems 
that even in biblical times the feeling was that the giants’ tenure on earth 
had already passed, and there were only a few of on left. 

There is an explicit description of one of these remaining “giants” in 
the Bible’s Book of Samuel. In relating the famous story of David and Go- 
liath, the writers provide this very detailed description of Goliath's truly 
mammoth proportions: 


And there went out a champion out of the camp of the Philistines 
named Goliath of Gotha whose height was six cubits and a span. 
And he had a helmet of brass upon his head, and he was armed with 
a coat of mail, and the weight of the coat was five thousand shekels 
of brass .. . his spear’s head weighed six hundred shekels of iron. 

(1 Samuel 17:4-7) 


We do not measure things in cubits, spans, or shekels, so you'll need 
some help here. A cubit, the distance from the tip of the middle finger to the 
elbow, has had a number of slightly varying definitions in different cultures 
and times. The range has been between 17 and 21 inches. The nearest guess 
for biblical times is taken from ancient Egypt of the same period, where a 
cubit was a bit more than 20 inches. A span is defined as the distance be- 
tween your thumb and pinky with your palm spread, or about 9 inches. A 
shekel, an ancient Hebrew measurement of weight, was about one-half of 
one of our ounces. 

If we translate Goliath’s measurements into our modern system, we 
can calculate that, according to the authors of the Old Testament, Goliath 
stood 10 feet 9 inches in height, his armor weighed over 150 pounds, and his 
spearhead alone tipped the scales at close to 19 pounds. 

Remember, in the nineteenth century the literal truth of everything in 
the Bible was believed by more than just a small minority of zealous funda- 
mentalists. For many, claims made in the Bible were not considered hy- 
potheses to be tested against data. They were not seen as legends, myths, or 
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allegorical tales. They were instead viewed as revelations simply to accept 
and believe as historical truths. For many, there was no question about it; 
Adam and Eve really were the first human beings, Jonah really was swal- 
lowed by a whale, and a 10-foot-tall giant by the name of Goliath actually 
had existed. Although most of us today would be highly skeptical of the ex- 
istence of a race of 10-foot-tall giants, many God-fearing people in Europe 
and North America before this century probably did believe in giants. 

Not surprisingly, during this time rumors circulated concerning the 
discovery of evidence of ancient giant men (along with tales of the discov- 
ery of Noah’s Ark, pieces of the true cross, and so on). No one believed that 
the Bible needed validation, but the discovery of things that seemed to up- 
hold the truth of any of the Bible’s stories was considered helpful in assist- 
ing people to better understand the Holy Word (see Chapter 11). 

Stories were spread of giant fossil bones found in burial mounds in 
midwestern North America (see Chapter 7). In New York State there was a 
rumor that the skeletons of five enormous human beings had been found 
during the building of a railroad grade (Silverberg 1989). In the early 1700s 
Cotton Mather, who previously had helped inspire the Salem witch trials, 
claimed that some huge bones sent to him by the governor of Massachusetts 
were the remains of “sinful giants” drowned in Noah's Flood (Howard 1975). 

So, it was clear. The Bible said there had been a race of giants in the old 
days, and there could be no question about it—there really had been giants. 
Any artifacts or finds that would help support such a biblical claim were ac- 
cepted unquestioningly by many. 


The Cardiff Giant 


Thus was the public’s imagination sparked when the story began to spread 
in October 1869 of the discovery of the fossilized remains of a giant man in 
the little farming village of Cardiff in upstate New York (see Franco 1969 for 
a detailed accounting of the Cardiff Giant story). Unlike other eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century rumors of the archaeological discovery of prehis- 
toric giants, the mystery of this find was solved soon after its “discovery.” 
We even still have the Giant himself to admire. His “petrified” remains con- 
tinue to inspire wonder as they did in the late 1860s, but in a different 
sense—today we wonder how people accepted such a transparent fake. 


The Discovery 


On Saturday, October 16, 1869, a local farmer by the name of Stub Newell 
hired some men to dig a well behind the barn on his farm in Cardiff, New 
York, just south of Syracuse. While digging, the workmen came across some- 
thing very hard and large at a depth of about 3 feet. Though curious, Newell 
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Figure 3.1 An 1869 photograph of the Cardiff Giant in its place of discovery on the 
Stub Newell farm. An unidentified digger stands to the right of the Giant, and curious 
onlookers gaze down on the remarkable discovery. (Courtesy of the New York State 
storical Association, Cooperstown) 
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was said to be “annoyed and perplexed” by the discovery—it was reported 
in the Syracuse Daily Journal of Wednesday, October 20, 1869, that he had 
even suggested filling up the pit and keeping the whole thing quiet. Never- 
theless, Newell had the workers expand their excavations. When they were 
done, the group of men looked down with amazement on their thoroughly 
remarkable discovery. Lying at their feet in the pit was a man of enormous 
size and proportions whose body, it seemed, had turned to stone (Fig- 
ure 3.1). He indeed appeared to be a man over 10 feet in height, with 21- 
inch-long feet, and 3-foot-wide shoulders. He seemed to be “petrified” like 
the trees in Petrified Forest National Park in eastern Arizona (Figure 3.2). 

More than 200 million years ago, trees growing in Arizona in what was 
then a marshland were buried by sediment rich in minerals—silica in partic- 
ular. The silica leached into the trees, filling in the spaces both between and 
within the individual cells of wood, solidifying and replacing the wood as it 
decayed away. In some cases the silica faithfully reproduced the appearance 
of the original tree rings and even the actual cells of the ancient trees. If it 
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Figure 3.2 Petrified wood, like these remarkably preserved specimens of fossilized 
trees from Arizona, were seen as models for what might have happened to the Cardiff 
Giant. If wood could turn to stone, the argument went, so might the body of a giant 
man from before Noah’s Flood. (K. L. Feder) 


could happen to trees, so the argument went, perhaps it could have hap- 
pened to a person. Thus was the “discovery” of the Cardiff Giant made and 
the legend of a petrified giant man born. 

The potential value of the discovery was an immediate topic of con- 
versation among the discoverers and a growing group of curious neighbors. 
One neighbor proffered Newell $50 for a one-quarter share of the Giant. An- 
other offered to do all the work in removing the Giant and preparing it for 
exhibition for a one-half share. According to a Syracuse Daily Journal article 
(The Lafayette Wonder, October 20, 1869), a couple of local farmers were so 
certain of the potential profits to be made that they offered to give Newell 
their farms in exchange for the Giant! In that same article, a bid of $10,000 is 
mentioned. Yet Newell, ostensibly just a simple country farmer, turned 
down these remarkable offers. 

Word quickly spread in the sleepy little town of a few hundred and 
soon, that very afternoon and the next day in fact, local people were gazing 
with astonishment at the spectacular find in the bottom of the pit behind 
Stub Newell’s barn. As a reporter for the Syracuse Daily Journal put it, “Men 
left their work, women caught up their babies, and children in numbers all 
hurried to the scene where the interest of that little community centered” 
(The Lafayette Wonder, 1869). 
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Figure 3.3 Just days after his “discovery,” Stub Newell forgot about farrning, erected a 
tent over the giant petrified man, and began charging people fifty cents to view its re- 
mains. (Courtesy of the Onondaga Historical Association, Syracuse) 


Newell then exhibited a remarkable degree of business acumen as well 
as surprising intuition concerning the marketability of the unique discovery 
on his property. No more than two days passed before Newell obtained a li- 
cense to exhibit the Giant and purchased and erected a tent over the slum- 
bering, petrified man. He then began to charge twenty-five cents, soon 
upping the fee to fifty cents for a peek, and the paying public came in droves 
(Figure 3.3). 

From all over New York State, the Northeast, and even beyond, 300 to 
500 people daily flocked to the Newell farm. On the first few weekends after 
its discovery, thousands showed up, all more than ready to wait in line and 
pay their half-dollar to get a brief glimpse of the petrified “Goliath” of 
Cardiff (it was actually called that in advertisements). All thoughts of farm- 
ing on the Newell homestead were abandoned as the crowd of carriages 
carrying the curious from the train station in Syracuse to the Newell farm 
increased. The entire farm was transformed virtually overnight into a highly 
profitable tourist enterprise, with a food tent, carriage service, cider stand, 
and, of course, the center of attraction—-the awe-inspiring Giant himself 
(Figure 3.4). One of Newell's relatives, George Hull, estimated in a later re- 
port that appeared in the Ithaca Daily Journal (The Cardiff Giant, January 4, 
1898) that by not quite three weeks after the discovery Newell had collected 
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Figure 3.4 From The Onondaga Giant, a pamphlet published in 1869, this engraving 
shows a crowd of people viewing the Giant in the tent on the Newell farm. Note the 
strategically placed fig leaf. 


approximately $7,000 in admission fees—a remarkable sum even by today’s 
standards. 

Stub Newell was not the only one profiting from this lucky discovery 
on his property. Although the two small hotels in town were benefiting from 
a great influx of business, Cardiff was simply too small to accommodate the 
incredible surge of tourists who were making the trek to see the Giant. These 
people needed to be fed and housed, and that job fell to the businessmen of 
nearby Syracuse. In a very short time, the Cardiff Giant became a major fac- 
tor in the economy of that city. Pilgrims streamed into town to pay homage 
to the Giant and, at the same time, to pay their dollars for the services such a 
tourist attraction demanded. 

The economic impact of the Giant on Syracuse cannot be underesti- 
mated and was enough to convince a consortium of Syracuse businessmen 
and professional people to make Stub an offer he couldn't refuse. Although 
a number of attempts to purchase shares in the Giant previously had been 
rebuffed, on October 23, just one week after its discovery, these astute peo- 
ple paid Newell $37,000 for a three-fourths interest in the Giant. By today’s 
standards that figure would almost certainly be in the millions of dollars. By 
purchasing a controlling share in the Giant, these businessmen were ensur- 
ing that it would stay near Syracuse, where it could continue to boost the 
local economy. At the same time they were assuring themselves a part of the 
enormous profits the Giant seemed certain to produce. 
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They were almost right. Between October 23 and November 5, the 
Syracuse investors had already made back $12,000 of their investment ex- 
hibiting the Giant at the Newell farm (Franco 1969:431). I’ll save you the 
math—at fifty cents admission and three-fourths ownership of the Giant 
and its profits, in that short period about 32,000 people paid for the privi- 
lege of seeing the Cardiff Giant. 

With no sign of “Giant mania” abating and with visions of dollar signs 
dancing in their heads, the Syracuse businessmen decided to move the Giant 
to Syracuse itself, where it would be easier for even greater numbers of peo- 
ple to see it. With great pomp and ceremony, not to mention free publicity 
through Jocal newspaper coverage, the Giant was disinterred and trans- 
ported to an exhibition hall in Syracuse. Among its admirers was the circus 
entrepreneur PF. T. Barnum, who made an attempt to buy the Giant but was 
turned down. According to the Ithaca Daily Journal article mentioned earlier, 
Barnum then offered the syndicate of owners $60,000 merely for the use of 
the Giant for three months. Again he was rebuffed. Barnum was not to give 
up trying to make a circus attraction out of the Giant, however. His unique 
solution to the problem will be discussed later. 


The Beginning of the End 


Everything seemed to be going well. Newspapers were printing feature arti- 
cles about the Giant. The local railroad even made a regular, 10-minute stop 
across the street from where it was being exhibited in Syracuse to enable 
people just passing through to run in to see the giant petrified man. People 
continued to come in great numbers to see the miraculously preserved, pet- 
rified giant man from before:Noah’s Flood. 

But all was not well. Slowly at first, but then at an accelerating rate, ru- 
mors began to surface that the Giant was a fake. A local resident, Daniel 
Luce, provided a detailed report, recounted in the Syracuse Standard (The 
Stone Giant, November 1, 1869) of an extremely large wagon, carrying a siz- 
able and obviously heavy load, that he remembered traveling toward Cardiff 
the previous year. Some wondered out loud whether the very large wagon 
had been carrying a giant statue of a man. 

There is also some testimony, as indicated in the Ithaca Daily Journai ar- 
ticle already cited, that Stub Newell had begun bragging to relatives about 
the profitable fraud he had perpetrated on the American public. 

Beyond this—and this is very important—professional scientists, in- 
cluding geologists and paleontologists, and even artists who had traveled to 
Cardiff or Syracuse to examine the Giant in detail, almost without excep- 
tion immediately declared it to be at best a statue and at worst a fraud. J. F. 
Boynton, a geologist at the University of Pennsylvania, stated after carefully 


examining the Giant: 
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It is positively absurd to consider this a fossil man. It has none of the 
indications that would designate it as such, when examined by a prac- 
tical chemist, geologist, or naturalist. (The Lafayette Wonder, 1869). 


At first Boynton thought the Cardiff-Giant might have been an actual 
historical artifact of some antiquity, a statue produced by a community of 
Jesuits who had lived in the area between 1520 and 1760. Boynton was sus- 
picious, however, after noting the presence of fresh plant material mixed in 
with the soil from above the Giant, indicating a probable recent burial. 

Following a more detailed analysis of the Giant, Boynton declared to a 
reporter for Harper’s Weekly magazine (The Cardiff Giant, December 4, 1869) 
that it was carved of a soft stone called gypsum. He went on to say in that 
same article that the soft nature of the stone and the amount of weathering 
on its surface suggested that the Giant had been buried not more than three 
years previous to its disinterment. He even went on to calculate more pre- 
cisely that the Giant had most likely been in the ground only a little more 
than one year (approximately 370 days), based on his precise analysis of the 
rate of weathering of the gypsum from which it was made. As we will see, 
Boynton’s calculation was amazingly accurate. 

Othniel C. Marsh, a professor at Yale University and one of the most 
famous paleontologists of his time, probably was the most important of the 
scientific skeptics. Marsh examined the Giant and declared it to be “very re- 
markable.” When asked by one of the Giant’s owners if they could quote 
Marsh on that, Marsh is supposed to have said, “No. You may quote me on 
this though: a very remarkable fake!” (Howard 1975:208). 

Like Boynton, Marsh correctly noted that the Giant was made of gyp- 
sum, a soft stone that would not last long in the wet soil of the Newell farm. 
(Gypsum is a sedimentary rock and exhibits layering, unlike petrified 
wood.) Previous to Marsh’s investigation, the well-known sculptor, Eratus 
Dow Palmer, had examined the Giant, identifying the marks of a sculptor’s 
tools on its surface. Marsh confirmed the existence of tool marks on the al- 
leged petrified man. 

The skepticism of so highly respected a scientist as Marsh had some 
impact, and a number of the New York City newspapers (in particular, the 
New York Herald) that had previously praised the Giant now changed their 
opinions. But the statements of Marsh and other, less well-known scientists 
could not alone dissuade the public from the notion that the Cardiff Giant 
was a real, petrified man whose existence supported biblical stories of 
human giants before Noah’s Flood. 


Hull’s Confession 


The meteoric rise to fame of the Cardiff Giant was cut short, and his fall from 
grace was just as quick. A previously shadowy figure involved with pro- 
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moting the Giant confessed in December 1869 to perpetrating a fraud on the 
American public. George Hull, a distant relation of Stub Newell, unbur- 
dened his soul, and the Giant’s value dropped from that of a spectacular ar- 
chaeological find to that of one slightly worn chunk of gypsum. 

George Hull was a cigar manufacturer in Binghamton, New York. Iron- 
ically, he also was a devout atheist. He revealed the entire story toward the 
end of his life in an interview he gave to the Ithaca Daily Journal (The Cardiff 
Giant, 1898). 

During a visit to his sister’s house in lowa in 1866, Hull had a long and 
heated conversation with a Methodist minister traveling through the area. 
Apparently, the conversation focused on extraordinary biblical stories, like 
those mentioned at the beginning of this chapter concerning the existence of 
an ancient race of giant men. Hull suggested to the minister that the Bible 
was filled with such tall tales, impossibilities that only the gullible would 
believe. The minister took strong exception to this characterization, main- 
taining the literal truth of every Bible story. At midnight Hull retired to bed 
and, in his own words: “I lay wide awake wondering why people would be- 
lieve those remarkable stories in the Bible about giants, when I suddenly 
thought of making a stone giant, and passing it off as a petrified man” (The 
Cardiff Giant, 1898). 

In a subsequent visit to the Midwest in June 1868, Hull purchased an 
acre of land in Fort Dodge, Iowa, from which he quarried a 5-ton block of 
gypsum. He then had the block shipped to Chicago, where, swearing them 
to secrecy, he hired sculptors to produce a statue of a giant, slumbering man. 

After work had gone on for a couple of months, the Giant was almost 
complete. On viewing it, however, Hull was unhappy. Initially, the face of 
the giant statue looked just like George Hull’s own! The sculptors had even 
given the Giant hair and a beard to match Hull’s. The stoneworkers could 
not be blamed. After all, this rather strange, secretive man had requested 
that they create a statue of a giant, naked, recumbent man—not the usual 
kind of request. 

Obviously, it would not satisfy Hull’s plan to have the Giant bear any 
resemblance whatsoever to its creator. It would not have been very conve- 
nient if any of the Giant’s investigators had noticed the rather astonishing 
similarity between the face of the petrified man and that of Stub Newell's 
mysterious cousin. 

But all was not lost. Hull first had the sculptors remove the hair on the 
head and face. However, he still was unsatisfied. He next got some blocks of 
wood into which he hammered a bunch of darning or knitting needles so 
that their points stuck out of the faces of the blocks. Hull proceeded to 
pound on the Giant with these blocks. You can imagine the expression on 
the faces of the sculptors, seeing this madman attack the artistic creation he 
had just paid them to produce. Hull liked the effect though; it gave the sur- 
face of the statue the porelike appearance of skin. As if this weren't enough, 
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Hull next rubbed acid all over the sculpture, which further reinforced its an- 
cient appearance. 

After all this, Hull finally was satisfied. The Giant now looked nothing 
like him. Better still, it looked very old.:‘The scene at last was set for the great 
archaeological fraud. 

Hull had the Giant shipped in a wooden box by railroad to Union, New 
York. In November 1868 it was finally brought by wagon to his cousin Stub 
Newell’s farm and secretly buried behind the barn (with Newell’s knowl- 
edge and cooperation). To make certain that no one would connect the ship- 
ment with the discovery of the Giant, it was left to lie in the ground for about 
a year—nearly the exact length of time geologist J. F. Boynton had suggested. 
Then, according to plan, nearly twelve months later, Hull instructed Newell 
to hire a crew of men to dig a well where they were both very much aware 
that the Giant would be discovered. The rest is embarrassing history. It 
should finally be pointed out that it was apparently Newell's bragging to 
friends and relatives about the fraud that induced Hull to come clean before 
the whole thing blew up in their faces. 

The other owners of the Giant, the businessmen of Syracuse who were 
benefiting from the Giant’s presence, and the ministers who had included 
reference to the Giant's discovery in their Sunday sermons were not pleased 
by Hull’s revelations. It did not seem likely that people were going to go out 
of their way and pay to see a gypsum statue that was 1% years old. Beyond 
this, religious support for a fraud could damage the credibility of the reli- 
gious leaders involved. 

The syndicate of owners initially tried to quash the confession or at 
least discredit it. They claimed that Hull had been put up to it by the people 
of the surrounding towns because they were jealous of the discovery in 
Cardiff and the successful exploitation of it by Syracuse. But Hull’s story 
was too detailed and reasonable to ignore. When the sculptors in Chicago 
came forward to verify Hull’s confession, the Giant’s days as a major tourist 
attraction were at an end. 


The End of the Giant 


The Giant’s demise was not without its ironies. After P. T. Barnum had been 
turned down in his initial attempt to purchase the Giant, he simply went 
out and had a plaster duplicate made. He even billed the statue as the “real” 
Cardiff Giant, claiming that the owners had sold him the original and that 
they were exhibiting the copy. In truth, however, Barnum was charging peo- 
ple to see the Cardiff Giant, but his Cardiff Giant was the fake; it was, put 
bluntly, a fake of a fake! Needless to say, lawsuits were filed. After revenues 
dropped as a result of the Hull confession, the owners of the “real” fake took 
the Giant on the road, hoping to drum up some business and maybe even 
turn the whole fiasco of the confession to their advantage (Figure 3.5). Co- 
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incidentally, the real fake and Barnum’s fake of the fake were both displayed 
at the same time in New York City—and Barnum’s copy outdrew the real 
Cardiff Giant. 

Mark Twain was so amused by the whole mess that he wrote a short 
story about it. “A Ghost Story” concerns a man who takes a room at a hotel 
in New York City and is then terrorized by the ghost of a poor, tormented, 
giant man. The ghost turns out to be, in fact, the spirit of the Cardiff Giant. 
The Giant's soul has been condemned to wander the earth until his physical 
remains are once again laid to rest. He nightly wanders the corridors of the 
hotel as his fossilized body is cruelly displayed in the exhibit hall across the 
street. But, as luck would have it, the poor tormented soul of the Giant has 
made a grievous error. As the hotel resident informed him, “Why you poor 
blundering old fossil, you have had all your trouble for nothing—you have 
been haunting a plaster cast of yourself.” The ghost of the poor Giant was 
haunting Barnum’s fake. Even he was fooled. 

Needless to say, once the hoax had been revealed, the lawsuits settled, 
and much fun had been poked, interest in the Giant waned. Though, thank- 
fully, it was not broken up for road fill or some other use, the Giant faded 
into near oblivion, for decades stored in a barn and sadly awaiting, we can 
only imagine, some terrible fate. It was not forgotten entirely, however, and 
on occasion it was trotted out for state fairs in New York, where it had 
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Figure 3.6 A National Geographic photographer snapped this shot of the Cardiff 
giant in the basement recreation room of Des Moines newspaper publisher Gardner 
Cowles, Jr., in 1939. (© J. Baylor Roberts/NGS Image Collection) 


achieved its initial fame, and Iowa, the place of its birth. Gardner Cowles, 
Jr., a newspaper publisher in Des Moines, Iowa, saw the Giant on one of its 
midwestern excursions and felt strongly that as a great American archaeo- 
logical humbug it deserved a better fate. Cowles managed to purchase the 
Giant and brought it to Des Moines, where for a time it rested in repose in 
the recreation room of his house as what has to be one of the most peculiar 
conversation pieces that has ever graced an American domicile. It regained 
enough of its fame there as a local curiosity that a photograph of the Cowles 
rec room showing the Cardiff Giant appeared in the August 1939 issue of 
National Geographic magazine in an article about Iowa (Figure 3.6; coinciden- 
tally, a retired dean at my university, James Fox, grew up in the Des Moines 
area, was a frequent visitor to the Cowles house, being friends with Gardner 
Cowles’s young son, and clearly remembers the odd stone giant in the base- 
ment). The New York State Historical Association acquired the Giant from 
Cowles in 1947, returning it, so to speak, to the scene of the crime. It was in- 
stalled as an exhibit at the Farmers’ Museum in Cooperstown, New York, 
not far from the location of its greatest, though short-lived triumph—in fool- 
ing people. 
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Why Did They Do It? 


The motive for the perpetration of the Cardiff Giant fraud was, of course, 
money. George Hull and Stub Newell made far more money displaying the 
Giant than they ever could have through selling cigars or farming-—their 
usual professions. Money continued to motivate those who benefited from 
the Giant but who played no part in perpetrating the fraud in the first place. 
The businessmen of Syracuse grew rich as a result of the Giant, and a small 
town in rural New York was put on the map. We do not know if any in the 
syndicate of owners or if any of the other benefiting businessmen of Syra- 
cuse had questions about the authenticity of the Giant. 

There also is an explanation for why people with no monetary invest- 
ment wished to believe that the Cardiff Giant was genuine. Certainly, the re- 
ligious element behind the public’s desire to believe in the validity of the 
Giant cannot be overestimated. When publications in 1869 referred to the 
discovery as a “Goliath,” they were not making a simple analogy; they were 
making a serious comparison between the Cardiff discovery and the biblical 
story of Goliath of Gotha. 

Moreover, I would also include the romance of mystery as an explana- 
tion for why people chose to accept the Giant even though scientists who 
studied it declared it to be, at best, a statue and, at worst, a fraud. Whether 
the Giant lent proof to a biblical claim or not, perhaps it was the simple ro- 
mance of such an amazing discovery that played at least a secondary role in 
convincing people to part with their hard-earned money to see what was 
clearly a gypsum statue. 

The lesson of the Cardiff Giant is one that you will see repeated in this 
book. Trained observers, professional scientists, had viewed the Giant and 
pronounced it to be an impossibility, a statue, a clumsy fraud, and just plain 
silly. Such objective, rational, logical, and scientific conclusions, however, 
had little impact. A chord had been struck in the hearts and minds of many 
otherwise levelheaded people, and little could dissuade them from believ- 
ing in the truth of the Giant. Their acceptance of the validity of the Giant 
was based on their desire, religious or not, to believe it. 

Even today, many creationists (see Chapter 11) claim that every word 
in the Bible is literally true. Just as many in previous centuries believed the 
literal, historical accuracy of biblical stories (including those of Adam and 
Eve, the Flood, and even giants), so do the modern creationists. Their belief 
in biblical giants has led some to claim that they have discovered enormous 

“mantracks”—the alleged footprints of human giants from “before the 
Flood.” Some go even further, claiming, for example, that the ancient skele- 
ton of a man 11 feet 6 inches tall was found in Italy in 1856 (Baugh 1987). Of 
course, when the so-called footprints are examined scientifically (see Chap- 
ter 11), they turn out not to be human footprints at all. The evidence exists, 
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apparently, only in the minds of the claimants; not a single bone has been 
provided as evidence for this claim. 

Thus, belief in giants has not disappeared in the twentieth century, but 
has continued among this group of religtous fundamentalists. As you will 
see in greater detail in Chapter 11, once again the desire to believe some- 
thing that is clearly false has overridden rationality. 

Though one might have hoped for their rehabilitation after the Cardiff 
Giant debacle, neither Hull nor Barnum was finished with giant hoaxes. De- 
spite being competitors and even enemies in the case of the Cardiff Giant, 
they apparently called a truce, joined forces, and together produced yet an- 
other supposed petrified giant. Hull was the idea man; Barnum supplied 
the financial backing. Called the “Solid Muldoon,” it was planted in Beulah, 
Colorado, in 1877 and “discovered” by a co-conspirator in the hoax in that 
same year. It looked a bit more authentic than that other member of its 
species, but its career was equally short-lived. One of Hull’s associates re- 
vealed the Solid Muldoon’s fraudulent origins when, perhaps not coinci- 
dentally, it was being shown in New York, the home state of its predecessor. 

Finally, after laughing at all those silly people who in 1869 paid fifty 
cents to see the Giant, you can now all laugh at me; I recently paid several 
dollars to see him at the Farmers’ Museum in Cooperstown—actually a 
wonderful place, well worth the price of admission. The poor, tortured Giant 
has at last found a final resting place in a recently refurbished exhibit there. 
Do I detect a hint of a smile on his face? I guess the Cardiff Giant has the last 
laugh after all (Figure 3.7). 


Current Perspectives: Frauds 


A clumsy fraud like the Cardiff Giant didn’t fool scientists in the nineteenth 
century and certainly would fool no one today. But frauds related to the 
human past have greatly increased in sophistication since that time. Frauds 
frequently can no longer be detected by simple, visual inspection. Today, 
scientists may have to apply a broad arsenal of scientific and high-tech 
weapons in their assessment of questionable artifacts to determine whether 
they are authentic or fraudulent. 

For example, when the Holly Oak pendant was discovered in the middle 
of the nineteenth century, many accepted its authenticity. That artifact, found 
in Delaware, appeared to be an incised drawing of a prehistoric woolly 
mammoth. It reminded many of the Paleolithic cave paintings and carvings 
of Europe of 20,000 years ago, convincing some of the existence of a simi- 
lar—and similarly ancient—artistic tradition in North America. 

More recently, however, the shell on which the drawing was made has 
been age-tested using the technique of radiocarbon dating (Griffin, Meltzer, 
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Figure 3.7 In silent repose, the Giant 
has at last found his eternal rest at the 
Farmers’ Museum in Cooperstown, 
New York. (K. L. Feder) 





and Smith 1988). In this procedure, the remains of once-living things (bones, 
wood, seeds, antlers, hide, nuts, shell) can be dated by reference to the 
amount of a radioactive isotope of carbon (carbon 14) left in the object. Car- 
bon 14 decays at a regular, known rate and thus serves as a sort of atomic 
clock. It is quite useful to archaeologists when dating objects more than a 
few hundred and less than 50,000 years old. 

The Holly Oak pendant, if genuine, should have dated to more than 
10,000 years ago, since that is about the time that woolly mammoths became 
extinct—obviously, people would not have been drawing mammoths long 
after they had disappeared. In fact, the shell turned out to be only about 
1,000 years old. The artifact was a fake, carved on an old piece of shell. 

In later chapters a number of other famous, and some not so famous, 
archaeological and historical hoaxes will be discussed. Piltdown Man (Chap- 
ter 4), the Vinland Map (Chapter 6), the Newark Holy Stones (Chapter 7), 
the giant “man-tracks” of the Paluxey River and the Shroud of Turin (Chap- 
ter 11) all have in common the fact that they were frauds perpetrated to fool 
people about some aspect of the past. They also have in common the fact 
that they were exposed by the application of the scientific method. 
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> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. The Cardiff Giant was a hoax, but can a human body turn to stone? 


No, not really. Wood cells are resihént enough, under the right circum- 
stances, to preserve long enough for minerals to penetrate them, solidify, 
and take on their appearance. Bones, including human bones, can become 
mineralized in much the same way. Soft tissue—skin and muscle-——simply is 
too soft for this process to work on it. 


2. Can human bodies be preserved for long periods of time? 


Yes, under the right, very rare circumstances, they can be preserved for 
thousands of years. Found in 1991, the so-called Ice Man, a remarkably well 
preserved body frozen in glacial ice near the border between Austria and 
Italy, was approximately 5,300 years old. The bodies of the so-called Bog 
People of Denmark were preserved for more than 3,000 years by moisture 
and a combination of natural chemicals in the peat in which they were 
buried. Also, natural mummification under very dry conditions (in either 
warm or very cold climates) has preserved bodies for millennia. Ancient 
bodies have been found in Greenland and in the higher elevations of the 
Andes in South America. Waterlogged human brain tissue was preserved 
for more than seven thousand years at the Windover site in Florida. The key 
to the preservation of animal (including human) bodies rests in keeping 
away those organisms that ordinarily would recycle them. Bacteria that eat 
dead flesh do not do well under very cold, very wet (waterlogged), or very 
dry conditions. Keep bacteria away, and human bodies can be preserved for 
millennia. 


3. Whatever happened to Barnum'’s fake of the Cardiff Giant? 


Barnum’s copy has turned up and can be seen at Marvin's Marvelous 
Mechanical Museum in Farmington Hills, Michigan. Further, it turns out 
that there is a replica of Barnum’s copy (making it a fake of a fake of a fake) 
at Circus World Museum in Baraboo, Wisconsin. I thought you might like 
to know. 








> BEST OF THE WEB < 


http://www.cardiffgiant.com/cardiff.shtml 

Nicely done page on the Cardiff Giant, including the full text of Mark 
Twain’s take on the fraud in his short story titled “A Ghost Story.” 
http://www.lhup.edu/~dsimanek/cardiff.htm 


Chapter from Andrew White’s autobiography detailing the author’s experi- 
ences in upstate New York when the Cardiff Giant was discovered. 
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http://www.roadsideamerica.com/attract/NYCOOgiant.html 

Very cool site dealing with offbeat tourist sites, here discussing the Cardiff 
Giant. 

http://www.stribble.com/cg/ 

Senior thesis in history at Harvard by Scott Tribble devoted to a detailed dis- 
cussion of the Cardiff Giant. 

http://www. marvin3m.com/cardiff.htm 

Marvin’s Marvelous Mechanical Museum’s home page. Visit to see P. T. 
Barnum’s fake of the Cardiff Giant. 
http://www.farmersmuseum.org/cardiff.htm 

Web site of the Farmers’ Museum; home to the Cardiff Giant. 








> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISE < 


Which groups of people were immediate believers in the Cardiff Giant? On 
what did they base their acceptance of the “petrified man”? Which groups 
of people were immediately skeptical? On what did they base their skepti- 
cism? How can we explain the Giant’s acceptance by the former groups and 
its rejection by the latter? What lessons in this story are applicable to other 
instances of frauds or hoaxes in science? 


OOOOOOO® 4 OOOOH SHOHO 


Dawson’s Dawn Man: 
The Hoax at Piltdown 


In the summer of 1996, I visited the British Museum of Natural History in 
London. There I hoped to see the actual remains of “Piltdown Man,” almost 
certainly the most famous fraud in the history of archaeology and human 
paleontology. The British Museum had been intimately involved with Pilt- 
down Man from its discovery to its exposure as a hoax, and I knew the fossil 
was in its possession. So, rather naturally, I assumed that this most famous 
of frauds would be prominently displayed. 

When I had trouble finding the fossil in a museum case, I approached 
a woman at the front desk, asking where I might see the Piltdown remains. 
“Oh, that is not on display sir,” she said, and went on to inform me, rather 
condescendingly, “It was all rubbish, you know.” Well, I guess I knew that. 
It seems that the Piltdown Man fossil is a literal skeleton in the closet of pre- 
historic archaeology and human paleontology. (To be fair, it is brought out 
occasionally, as it was for an exhibit on archaeological fakes in 1990.) 

This single specimen seemed to turn our understanding of human evo- 
lution on its head and certainly did turn the heads of not just a few of the 
world’s most talented scientists. The story of Piltdown has been presented 
in detail by Ronald Millar in his 1972 book The Piltdown Men, by J. S. Weiner 
in his 1955 work The Piltdown Forgery, in 1986 by Charles Blinderman in The 
Piltdown Inquest, in 1990 by Frank Spencer in Piltdown: A Scientific Forgery, 
and most recently by John E. Walsh in 1996 in Unraveling Piltdown: The 
Science Fraud of the Century and Its Solution. The story is useful in its telling if 
only to show that even scientific observers can be fooled. This is particularly 
the case when trained scientists are faced with something they are not 
trained to detect—intellectual criminality. But let us begin before the begin- 
ning, before the discovery of the Piltdown fossil. 
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The Evolutionary Context 


We need to turn the clock back to Europe of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. The concept of evolution—the notion that all animal 
and plant forms seen in the modern world had descended or evolved from 
earlier, ancestral forms—had been debated by scientists for quite some time 
(Greene 1959). It was not until Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species was 
published in 1859, however, that a viable mechanism for evolution was pro- 
posed and supported with an enormous body of data. Darwin had meticu- 
lously studied his subject, collecting evidence from all over the world for 
more than thirty years in support of his evolutionary mechanism called nat- 
ural selection. Darwin’s arguments were so well reasoned that most scientists 
soon became convinced of the explanatory power of his theory. Darwin went 
on to apply his general theory to humanity in The Descent of Man, published 
in 1871. This book was also enormously successful, and more thinkers came 
to accept the notion of human evolution. 

Around the same time that Darwin was theorizing about the biological 
origin of humanity, discoveries were being made in Europe and Asia that 
seemed to provide concrete evidence supporting the concept of human evo- 
lution from ancestral forms. In 1856 workmen building a roadway in the 
Neander Valley of Germany came upon a piece of a remarkable-looking fos- 
sil bone. Though just a “skull cap”—technically a calvarium, lacking the face 
and lower jaw—it clearly was no ape, but it was no modern human either. 
Though no smaller than a modern human’s, the top of the skull was much 
flatter, the bone was thicker and heavier, and there was a massive ridge of 
bone across the eyebrows of a size unseen in modern populations. Around 
the same time, other, similar-looking but more complete fossils were found 
in Belgium and Spain. As well as being flat and massive and bearing thick 
brow ridges, these skulls exhibited sloping foreheads and jutting, snoutlike 
faces, quite distinct from those of modern human beings. However, the post- 
cranial bones (all the bones below the skull) of these fossils were similar to 
those of modern humans. 

There was some initial confusion about how to label these specimens. 
Some scientists concluded that they simply represented pathological freaks. 
Rudolf Virchow, the world’s preeminent anatomist, explained the curious 
bony ridges above the eyes as the result of “stupendous blows” to the fore- 
heads of the creatures (Kennedy 1975). Eventually, however, scientists real- 
ized that these creatures, then and now called Neandertals after the Neander 
Valley, represented a primitive and ancient form of humanity. 

The growing acceptance of Darwin’s theory of evolution and the dis- 
covery of primitive-looking, though humanlike, fossils combined to radically 
shift people’s opinions about human origins. In fact, the initial abhorrence 
many felt concerning the entire notion of human evolution from lower, more 
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primitive forms was remarkably changed in just a few decades (Greene 
1959). By the turn of the twentieth century, not only were many people com- 
fortable with the general concept of human evolution but there actually also 
developed a feeling of national pride eoiicerning the discovery of a human 
ancestor within one’s borders. 

The Germans could point to their Neandertal skeletons and claim that 
the first primitive human being was a German. The French could counter 
that their own Cro-Magnon—ancient, though not as old as the German 
Neandertals—was a more humanlike and advanced ancestor; therefore, the 
first true human was a Frenchman. Fossils had also been found in Belgium 
and Spain, so Belgians and Spaniards could claim for themselves a place 
within the story of human origin and development. Even so small a nation 
as Holland could lay claim to a place in human evolutionary history; in 1891 
a Dutchman, Eugene Dubois, had discovered the fossilized remains of a 
primitive human ancestor in Java, an island in the Dutch colony of Dutch 
East India (now Indonesia). 

However, one great European nation did not and could not participate 
fully in the debate over the ultimate origins of humanity. That nation was 
England. Very simply, by the beginning of the second decade of the twenti- 
eth century, no fossils of human evolutionary significance had been located 
in England. This lack of fossils led French scientists to label English human 
paleontology mere “pebble-collecting” (Blinderman 1986). 

The English, justifiably proud of their cultural heritage, could point to 
no evidence that humanity had initially developed within their borders. The 
conclusion reached by most was completely unpalatable to the proud 
English—no one had evolved in England. The English must have originally 
arrived from somewhere else. 


The Brain-Centered Paradigm 


At the same time that the English were feeling like a people with no evolu- 
tionary roots of their own, many other Europeans were still uncomfortable 
with the fossil record as it stood in the first decade of the twentieth century. 
Although most were happy to have human fossils in their countries, they 
generally were not happy with what those fossils looked like and what their 
appearance implied about the course of human evolution. 

Java Man seemed quite apelike, with its large eyebrow ridges and 
small cranium—a volume of about 900 cubic centimeters (cc) compared with 
an average of 1,450 cc for modern humans (Figure 4.1). Neandertal Man, 
with his sloping forehead and thick, heavy brow ridges appeared to many 
to be quite ugly, stupid, and brutish. The skulls of these fossil types were 
clearly not those of apes, but they were equally clearly not fully human. In 
contrast, the femur (thigh bone) of Java Man seemed identical to the mod- 
ern form. Although some emphasized what they perceived to be primitive 
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Figure 4.1 Drawings 
showing the general differ- 
ences in skull size and form 
among top, Homo erectus 
(Peking Man, 500,000 years 
ago); center, Neandertal 
Man (100,000 years ago); 
and bottom, a modern 
human being. Note the 
large brow ridges and 
forward-thrusting faces of 
Homo erectus and Nean- 
dertal, the rounded outline 
of the modern skull, and 
the absence of a project- 
ing chin in earlier forms. 
(Carolyn Whyte) 





characteristics of the postcranial skeleton of the Neandertals, this species 
clearly had walked on two feet; and apes do not. 

All this evidence suggested that ancient human ancestors had primi- 
tive heads and, by implication, primitive brains, seated atop rather modern- 
looking bodies. This further implied that the human body evolved first, 
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followed only later by the development of the brain and associated human 
intelligence. 

Such a picture was precisely the opposite of what many people had ex- 
pected and hoped for (Feder 1990). After all, it was argued, it 1s intelligence 
that most clearly and absolutely differentiates humanity from the rest of the 
animal kingdom. It is in our ability to think, to communicate, and to invent 
that we are most distant from our animal cousins. This being the case, it was 
assumed that such abilities must have been evolving the longest; in other 
words, the human brain and the ability to think must have evolved first. 
Thus, the argument went, the fossil evidence for evolution should show that 
the brain had expanded first, followed by the modernization of the body. 

Such a view is exemplified in the writings of anatomist Grafton Elliot 
Smith. Smith said that what most characterized human evolution must have 
been the “steady and uniform development of the brain along a well- 
defined course” (as quoted in Blinderman 1986:36). Arthur Smith Wood- 
ward, ichthyologist and paleontologist at the British Museum of Natural 
History, later characterized the human brain as “the most complex mecha- 
nism in existence. The growth of the brain preceded the refinement of the fea- 
tures and of the somatic characters in general” (Dawson and Woodward 1913). 

Put most simply, many researchers in evolution were looking for fossil 
evidence of a creature with the body of an ape and the brain of a human 
being. This, in simplest terms, represents the brain-centered paradigm. What 
was being discovered, however, was the reverse; both Java and Neandertal 
Man seemed more to represent creatures with skulls that enclosed apelike, 
or certainly not humanlike, brains but with humanlike bodies. Many were 
uncomfortable with such a picture. 


A Remarkable Discovery in Sussex 


Thus was the stage set for the initially rather innocuous announcement that 
appeared in the British science journal Nature (News, December 5, 1912) con- 
cerning a fossil find in the Piltdown section of Sussex in southern England. 
The notice read, in part: 


Remains of a human skull and mandible, considered to belong to the 
early Pleistocene period, have been discovered by Mr. Charles Dawson 
in a gravel-deposit in the basin of the River Ouse, north of Lewes, Sus- 
sex. Much interest has been aroused in the specimen owing to the exac- 
titude with which its geological age is said to have been fixed. (p. 390) 


In Nature two weeks later (Paleolithic Man, December 19, 1912), fur- 
ther details were provided concerning the important find: 


The fossil human skull and mandible to be described by Mr. Charles 
Dawson and Dr. Arthur Smith Woodward at the Geological Society as 
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we go to press is the most important discovery of its kind hitherto made 
in England. The specimen was found in circumstances which seem to 
leave no doubt of its geological age, and the characters it shows are 
themselves sufficient to denote its extreme antiquity. (p. 438) 


According to the story later told by those principally involved, in Feb- 
ruary 1912 Arthur Smith Woodward at the British Museum received a letter 
from Charles Dawson, a Sussex lawyer and an amateur scientist. Woodward 
had previously worked with Dawson and knew him to be an extremely in- 
telligent man with a keen interest in natural history. Dawson informed 
Woodward in the letter that he had in his possession several fragments of a 
fossil human skull. The first piece had been discovered in 1908 by workers 
near the Barcombe Manor in the Piltdown region of Sussex, England. In 
1911, four more pieces of the skull came to light in the same pit, along with a 
fossil animal bone and tooth. 

In the letter to Woodward, Dawson expressed some excitement over 
the discovery and claimed to Woodward that the find was quite important 
and might even surpass the significance of Heidelberg Man, an important 
specimen found in Germany just the previous year. 

Because of bad weather, Woodward was not immediately able to visit 
Piltdown. Dawson, undaunted, continued to work in the pit, finding fossil 
hippo and elephant teeth. Finally, in May 1912, he brought the fossil to 
Woodward at the museum. What Woodward saw was a skull that matched 
his own expectations and those of many others concerning what a human 
ancestor should look like. The skull, stained a dark brown from apparent 
age, seemed to be modern in many of its characteristics. The thickness of the 
bones of the skull, however, argued for a certain primitiveness. The associa- 
tion of the skull fragments with the bones of extinct animals implied that an 
ancient human ancestor indeed had inhabited England. By itself this was 
enormous news; at long last England had a human tossil (Figure 4.2). 

Things were to get even more exciting for English paleontologists. On 
June 2, 1912, Woodward arrived at Piltdown together with Dawson and 
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, a priest at the local Jesuit seminary whom Daw- 
son had befriended in 1909 after finding him collecting fossils in the same 
pit where the skull fragments had been found the previous year. Along with 
a workman, the three excavated in the same location unsuccessfully for sev- 
eral hours when, at last, Dawson found another fragment of the skull. Very 
soon thereafter, Teilhard recovered an elephant tooth. 

Woodward was so impressed by their success that he decided to spend 
the remainder of his summer weekends at Piltdown, excavating alongside 
Dawson (Figure 4.3). Though work went slowly, in the ensuing weeks the 
pair found four large pieces of the cranium, along with some possible stone 
tools, animal teeth, and a fossilized deer antler. The apparent age of the fos- 
sils based on comparisons to other sites indicated not only that Piltdown 
was the earliest human fossil in England but also that, at an estimated age of 
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Figure 4.2 Drawn recon- 
struction of the Piltdown 
skull. The portion of the skull 
actually recovered is shaded. 
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Compare this drawing to 
those in Figure 4.1. With its 
humanlike head and apelike 
jaw, the overall appearance 
of the Piltdown fossil is far 
different from Homo erectus, 
Neandertal, or modern hu- 
mans. (From Essays on the 
Evolution of Man, Grafton 
Elliot Smith, Oxford Univer- 
sity Press) 





500,000 years, the Piltdown fossil represented potentially the oldest known 
human ancestor in the world. 

Then, to add to the excitement, when Dawson and Woodward returned 
later in the summer, Dawson discovered half of the mandible. Though two 
key areas—the chin and the condyle, where the jaw connects to the skull— 
were missing, the preserved part did not look anything like a human jaw. 
The upright portion, or ramus, was too wide, and the bone was too thick. In 
fact, the jaw looked remarkably like that of an ape (Figure 4.4). Nonetheless, 
and quite significantly, the two intact molar teeth exhibited humanlike wear. 
The human jaw, lacking the large canines of apes, is free to move from side 
to side while chewing. The molars can grind in a sideways motion in a man- 
ner impossible in monkeys or apes. The wear on human molars is, therefore, 
quite distinct from that of other primates. The Piltdown molars exhibited 
humanlike wear in a jaw that was otherwise entirely apelike. 

That the skull and the jaw had been found close together in the same 
geologically ancient deposit seemed to argue for the obvious conclusion that 
they belonged to the same ancient creature. But what kind of creature could 
it have been? There were no large brow ridges like those of Java or Neander- 
tal Man. The face was interpreted as having been flat as in modern humans 
and not snoutlike as in the Neandertals. The profile of the cranium was 
round as it is in modern humans, not flattened as it appeared to be in the 
Java and Neandertal specimens (see Figures 4.1 and 4.2). According to 
Woodward, the size of the skull indicated a cranial capacity, or brain size, of 
about 1,070 cc (Dawson and Woodward 1913), much larger than Java Man’s 
and within the lower range for modern humanity. Anatomist Arthur Keith 
(1913) suggested that the capacity of the skull was actually much larger, as 
much as 1,500 cc, placing it close to the modern mean. But the jaw, as de- 
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Figure 4.3 Paleontological excavations proceed at Piltdown. From left to right: 
Robert Kenward, Jr., a tenant of Barcombe Manor; Charles Dawson; workman Venus 
Hargreaves; the goose “Chipper”; and Arthur Smith Woodward. (Frorn the Archives of 
the British Museum [Natural History] © British Museum) 





Figure 4.4 Comparison of the mandibles (lower jaws) of a young chimpanzee (left), 
modern human (right), and Piltdown (center). Note how much more similar the Pilt- 
down mandible is to that of the chimp, particularly in the form of the reconstructed 
chin. The presence of a projecting chin is a uniquely human trait. (From Dawson and 
Woodward, 1913, The Geological Society of London) 


scribed above, was entirely apelike. Therefore, although only two molar 
teeth were recovered initially, Woodward reconstructed the Piltdown jaw 
with large, projecting canine teeth, similar to those of the apes. 

The conclusion drawn first by Dawson, the discoverer, and then by 
Woodward, the professional scientist, was that the Piltdown fossil—called 
Eeanthropus dawsoni, meaning Dawson's Dawn Man—was the single most 
important fossil find yet made anywhere in the world. Concerning the 
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Piltdown discovery, the New York Times headline of December 19, 1912, pro- 
claimed “Paleolithic Skull Is a Missing Link.” Three days later the Times 
headline read “Darwin Theory Is Proved True.” 

The implications were clear. Piltdown Man, with its modern skull, 
primitive jaw, and great age, was the evidence many human paleontologists 
had been searching for: an ancient man with a large brain, a modern-look- 
ing head, and primitive characteristics below the important brain. As 
anatomist G. E. Smith summarized it: 


The brain attained what may be termed the human rank when the jaws 
and face, and no doubt the body also, still retained much of the 
uncouthness of Man’s simian ancestors. In other words, Man at first, so 
far as his general appearance and “build” are concerned, was merely an 
Ape with an overgrown brain. The importance of the Piltdown skull lies 
in the fact that it affords tangible confirmation of these inferences. 
(Smith 1927:105-6) 


If Piltdown were the evolutionary “missing link” between apes and 
people, then neither Neandertal nor Java Man could be. Because Piltdown 
and Java Man lived at approximately the same time, Java might have been a 
more primitive offshoot of humanity that had become extinct. As Neander- 
tal was much more recent than Piltdown, yet looked more primitive where 
it really counted (that is, the head), N eandertal must have represented some 
sort of primitive throwback, an evolutionary anachronism (Figure 4.5). 

By paleontological standards the implications were breathtaking. In 
one sweeping blow Piltdown had presented England with its first ancestral 
human fossil, it had shown that human fossils found elsewhere in the world 
were either primitive evolutionary offshoots or later throwbacks to a more 
primitive type, and it had forced the rewriting of the entire story of human 
evolution. Many paleontologists, especially those in England, were en- 
thralled by the discovery in Sussex. An artist’s conception of “the first En- 
glishman” was published in a popular weekly magazine, The Illustrated 
London News (Figure 4.6). 

In March 1913, Dawson and Woodward published the first detailed ac- 
count of the characteristics and evolutionary implications of the Piltdown 
fossil. In their discussion they repeatedly pointed out the modern character- 
istics of the skull and the simian appearance of the mandible. Their com- 
ments regarding the modernity of the skull and the apelike characteristics of 
the jaw, as you will see, turned out to be accurate in a way that few suspected 
at the time. 

Additional discoveries were made at Piltdown. In 1913 a right canine 
tooth apparently belonging to the jaw was discovered by Teilhard de 
Chardin. It matched almost exactly the canine that had previously been pro- 
posed by Woodward for the Piltdown skull and that appeared in the recon- 
struction produced at the British Museum of Natural History. Its apelike 
form and wear were precisely what had been expected: “If a comparative 
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Figure 4.5 Among its 
supporters, Eoanthropus 
(Piltdown Man) was seen 
as more directly ancestral 
to modern humanity than 
either Pithecanthropus— 
now called Homo erectus 
and depicted as an en- 
tirely separate evolu- 
tionary pathway-—or 
Neandertal, shown here 
as a short-lived diversion 
off the main branch of 
human evolution. Note 
also on this diagram, the 
implied racism in its de- 
piction of the “Australian,” 
“Negro,” and “Mongol” 
races as representative of 
earlier offshoots of 
humanity. (Fram Essays 
on the Evolution of Man, 
Grafton Elliot Smith, 
Oxford University Press) 


anatomist were fitting out Eoanthropus with a set of canines, he could not 
ask for anything more suitable than the tooth in question,” stated Yale Uni- 
versity professor George Grant MacCurdy (1914:159). 

Additional artifacts were found in the Piltdown pit in 1914, the most 
astonishing of which was almost immediately called the “cricket bat” (Fig- 
ure 4.7). It was a flat piece of carved bone that, indeed, looked a bit like the 
bat used to strike the ball in the British game of cricket. It seemed that at 
Piltdown, not only had the British found the missing link and not only could 
they assert that he was British, but he had played the British national sport 
as well! It could have been no more peculiar had the diggers at Piltdown 
found a set of teacups and fossilized crumpets at the site. 

In January 1915, Dawson wrote Woodward announcing spectacular 
evidence confirming the first discovery; fragments of another fossil human 
skull were found on Netherhall Farm, about 2 miles from Piltdown. This 
skull, dubbed Piltdown II, looked just like the first with a rounded profile 
and thick cranial bones. Though no jaw was discovered, a molar recovered 
at the site bore a pattern of wear similar to that seen in the first specimen. 
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Figure 4.6 Artist's concep- 
tion of Piltdown Man. Note 
how the illustrator has de- 
picted the lower part of the 
face, with jaw thrust for- 
ward, just like an ape. 
(From the Illustrated Lon- 
don News, January 11, 
1913, New York edition) 








Figure 4.7 This bone artifact found at Piltdown is viewed by some scientists today 

as an obvious joke—after all, it is shaped like a British cricket bat and was found in 

a gravel deposit more than one-half million years old. (© The Natural History Museum, 
London) 


Dawson died in 1916 and, in part due to a serious illness suffered by 
his own son, Woodward held back announcement of the second discovery 
until the following year. When the existence of a second specimen became 
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known, many of those skeptical after the discovery of the first Piltdown fos- 
sil became supporters. As Henry Fairfield Osborn, president of the Ameri- 
can Museum of Natural History, suggested: 


If there is a Providence hanging over the affairs of prehistoric man, it 
certainly manifested itself in this case, because the three minute frag- 
ments of this second Piltdown man found by Dawson are exactly those 
which we should have selected to confirm the comparison with the orig- 
inal type. (1921:581) 


The Piltdown Enigma 


There was no unanimity of opinion, however, concerning the significance 
of the Piltdown discoveries. The cranium was so humanlike and the jaw 
so apelike that some scientists maintained that they simply were the fos- 
sils of two different creatures; the skeptics suggested that the association 
of the human cranium and the ape jaw was entirely coincidental. Gerrit S. 
Miller, Jr. (1915) of the Smithsonian Institution conducted a detailed 
analysis of casts of Piltdown I and concluded that the jaw was certainly 
that of an ape (see Figure 4.4). Many other scientists in the United States 
and Europe agreed. Anatomy professor David Waterston (1913) at the 
University of London, King’s College, thought the mandible was that of a 
chimpanzee. The very well known German scientist Franz Weidenreich 
concluded that Piltdown I was “the artificial combination of fragments of 
a modern-human braincase with an orangutan-like mandible and teeth” 
(1943:273). 

Though suet viewed the combination of a humanlike cranium and an 
apelike jaw as “an improbable monster” (Spencer 1990:113), the only other 
possibility being considered seemed even more improbable. As anatomist 
Grafton Elliot Smith put it: 


This [other possibility] would involve the supposition that a hitherto 
unknown and extremely primitive ape-man, and an equally unknown 
manlike ape, died on the same spot, and that one of them left his skull 
without the jaw and the other his jaw without the skull. (In Spencer 
1990:101) 


This seemed a strong argument against the hypothesis that Piltdown repre- 
sented the accidental and coincidental discovery in pueia the same place 
of the remains of more than one creature. 

Coincidentally or not, after Dawson’s death no further discoveries 
were made in either the Piltdown I or II localities. Elsewhere in the world, 
however, human paleontology became an increasingly exciting and fruitful 
endeavor. Beginning in the late 1920s as many as forty individuals of a 
species now called Homo erectus were unearthed at Zhoukoudian, a cave 
near Beijing in China (see Figure 4.1). Ironically, Davidson Black, anatomist 
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at the Peking Union Medical College, who was instrumental in obtaining 
financial support for the excavation, had visited Grafton Elliot Smith’s labo- 
ratory in 1914 and had become fascinated by the Piltdown find (Shapiro 
1974). Further, Teilhard participated in the excavation at the cave. The 
Zhoukoudian fossils were estimated to be one-half million years old. Also, 
on Java, another large group of fossils (close to twenty) was found at Sangi- 
ran; these were similar to those from Zhoukoudian. 

Also in the 1920s, in Africa, a fossil given the name Australopithecus 
africanus was discovered. It was initially estimated to be more than one mil- 
lion years old. In the 1930s and 1940s additional finds of this and other vari- 
eties of Australopithecus were made. In Europe the number of Neandertal 
specimens kept increasing; and even in England, in 1935, a fossil human an- 
cestor was discovered at a place called Swanscombe. 

Unfortunately for Eoanthropus, all of these discoveries seemed to con- 
tradict its validity and the validity of the brain-centered paradigm. The Chi- 
nese and Sangiran Homo erectus evidence pointed to a fossil ancestor with a 
humanlike body and a primitive head; these specimens were similar to Java 
Man in appearance (Java Man is also now considered to belong to the species 
Homo erectus), possessing large brow ridges, a flat skull, and a thrust-for- 
ward face while being quite modern from the neck down. Even the much 
older australopithecines showed clear evidence of walking on two feet; their 
skeletons were remarkably humanlike from the neck down, though their 
heads were quite apelike. Together, both of these species seemed to confirm 
the notion that human beings began their evolutionary history as upright 
apes, not as apelike people. Eoanthropus seemed more and more to be the 
evolutionary “odd man out.” 

How could Piltdown be explained in light of the new fossil evidence 
from China, Java, Europe, and Africa? Either Piltdown was the one, true 
human ancestor, rendering all the manifold other discoveries members of 
extinct offshoots of the main line of human evolution, or else Piltdown was 
the remarkable coincidental find of the only known ape fossil in England 
within a few feet of a rather modern human skull that seemed to date back 
500,000 years. Neither explanation sat well with many people. 


Unmasking the Hoax 


This sort of confusion characterized the status of Piltdown until 1949, when 
a newly rediscovered dating procedure was applied to the fossil. A measure- 
ment was made of the amount of the element fluorine in the bones. This was 
known to be a relative measure of the amount of time bone had been in the 
ground. Bones pick up fluorine in groundwater; the longer they have been 
buried, the more fluorine they have. Interestingly, Woodward knew of such 
a technique and, in fact, championed its use in a number of other cases. 
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Woodward would not allow its use in this instance, however, and it was not 
applied until after his death in 1944. 

Kenneth Oakley of the British Museum of Natural History conducted 
the test. The fossil animal bones from the site showed varying amounts of 
fluorine, but they exhibited as much as ten times more than did either the 
cranium or the jaw of the fossil human. Piltdown Man, Oakley concluded, 
based on comparison to fluorine concentrations in bones at other sites in En- 
gland, was no more than 50,000 years old (Oakley and Weiner 1955). 

Although this cast Piltdown in a new light, the implications were just 
as mysterious, what was a fossil human doing with an entirely apelike jaw 
at a date as recent as 50,000 years ago? Then, in 1953, a more precise test was 
applied to larger samples of the cranium and the jaw. The results were con- 
clusive; the skull and jaw were of entirely different ages. The cranium pos- 
sessed 0.10 percent fluorine, the mandible less than 0.03 percent (Oakley 
1976). The inevitable conclusion was reached that the skull and the jaw must 
have belonged to two different creatures. 

As a result of this determination, a detailed reexamination of the fossil 
was conducted, and the sad truth was finally revealed. The entire thing had 
been a hoax. The skull was that of a modern human being. Its appearance of 
age was due, at least in part, to its having been artificially chemically stained. 
It has been suggested that the thickness of the bone may have been due to a 
pathological condition (Spencer 1984) or the result of a chemical treatment 
that had been applied, perhaps to make it appear older than it was (Mon- 
tague 1960). 

Those scientific supporters of Eoanthropus who previously had pointed 
out the apelike character of the jaw were more right than they could have 
imagined; it was, indeed, an ape jaw, probably that of an orangutan. When 
Gerrit Miller of the Smithsonian Institution had commented on the broken 
condyle of the mandible by saying, “Deliberate malice could hardly have 
been more successful than the hazards of deposition in so breaking the fos- 
sils as to give free scope to individual judgement in fitting the parts to- 
gether” (1915:1), he was using a literary device and not suggesting that 
anyone had purposely broken the jaw. But that is likely precisely what hap- 
pened. An ape’s jaw could never articulate with the base of a human skull, 
and so the area of connection had to be removed to give “free scope” to re- 
searchers to hypothesize how the cranium and the jaw went together. Other- 
wise the hoax would never have succeeded. Beyond this, the molars had 
been filed down to artificially create the humanlike wear pattern. The canine 
tooth had been stained with an artist’s pigment and filed down to simulate 
human wear; the pulp cavity had been filled with a substance not unlike 
chewing gum. 

It was further determined that at least one of the fragments of the Pilt- 
down II skull was simply another piece of the first one. Oakley (1976) fur- 
ther concluded that all the other paleontological specimens had been planted 


74 Dawson’s Dawn Man: The Hoax at Piltdown 


at the site; some were probably found in England, but others had likely orig- 
inated as far away as Malta and Tunisia. Some of the ostensible bone arti- 
facts—including the cricket bat—had been carved with a metal knife. 

The verdict was clear; as Weidenreich (1943) put it, Piltdown was like 
the chimera of Greek mythology—a monstrous combination of different 
creatures. The question of Piltdown’s place in human evolution had been 
answered; it had no place. That left still open two important questions: Who 
did it, and why? 


Whodunnit? 


The most succinct answer to the question, “Whodunnit?” is No one knows. 
Many of those directly involved with the discoveries made at Piltdown or 
the analysis of the fossils—and even some who were very indirectly con- 
nected to the site—have been accused as perpetrators or co-conspirators in 
the hoax (Figure 4.8). Tobias (1992) lists twenty-one possible suspects. We 
can assess the cases against some of the more likely of them. 


Suspect: Charles Dawson 


Charles Dawson is an obvious suspect. He is the only person who was pres- 
ent at every discovery, including Piltdown II. Also, it should be mentioned 
that Dawson served as steward on both Barcombe Manor, where Piltdown I 
was discovered, and Netherhall Farm, the site of Piltdown II, so he had ac- 
cess to and familiarity with both locations of “discovery.” This circumstan- 
tial evidence alone strongly implicates Dawson in the hoax. It would have 
required incredible luck for someone else to have planted the bones and, 
both times, to have Dawson find them. Dawson’s motive may have been 
rooted in his desire for acceptance within the scientific community. He cer- 
tainly gained notoriety; even the species name is dawsoni. 

Beyond this, Dawson did indeed stain the bones with potassium 
bichromate. This gave the bones a more antique appearance. This is not a 
“smoking gun,” however, because such staining was widespread in the early 
twentieth century. It was thought that this chemical helped preserve fossil 
bone, and Dawson was quite open about having stained the Piltdown speci- 
mens. Nevertheless, Dawson claimed that the bones were already iron- 
stained when he found them, indicating either that someone else had 
already stained the bones to make them look old and then planted them for 
Dawson to find or that Dawson was lying, hoping to convince skeptics that 
the bones were really very old. 

There is an additional, intriguing piece of circumstantial evidence 
regarding the Piltdown skull fragments that seems to implicate Dawson. 
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Figure 4.8 Portrait of scientists examining a number of specimens including Foanthro- 
pus in 1915. From left to right, standing: F. O. Barlowe, G. E. Smith, Charles Dawson, 
and A. S. Woodward; from left to right, seated: A. S. Underwood, A. Keith, W. P. Pycraft, 
and E. R. Lankester. Charles Darwin peers over their shoulders in the portrait hanging 
on the wall behind them. (From the Archives of the British Museum [Natural History] 
© British Museum) 


He apparently obtained an unusual human skull in 1906, by his own testi- 
mony, two years before the first of the Piltdown cranial fragments came into 
his possession. We know further that the 1906 skull came from the area 
around Piltdown; Dawson told friends that a local individual had given it to 
him, but he admitted that he could not determine precisely where the skull 
originated. 

L. Harrison Matthews (1981a, 1981b) has speculated that the 1906 skull 
and Piltdown may have been one and the same. Perhaps Dawson was frus- 
trated that a skull he thought was enormously important would not attract 
much attention unless its geological stratum and, by implication, its age, 
could be specified. Dawson already knew about the old gravel beds at Bar- 
combe Manor and may have concluded that it was the most likely place for 
the skull to have been found. Perhaps, truly believing in the antiquity and 
great significance of the specimen, Dawson exaggerated his certainty con- 
cerning its place of discovery. In this scenario, Dawson did not set out to 
hoax anyone, but, at least initially, merely stretched the truth to get scientists 
to pay attention. Matthews believes that fraudulent specimens like the jaw 
were added later to prove to skeptics that the skull, which Dawson believed 


to be ancient and significant, really was. 
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Suspect: Lewis Abbott 


Blinderman (1986) argues that Lewis Abbott, another amateur scientist and 
artifact collector, is the most likely perpetrator. He had an enormous ego 
and felt slighted by professional scientists. He claimed to have been the one 
who directed Dawson to the pit at Piltdown and may even have been with 
Dawson when Piltdown II was discovered (Dawson said only that he had 
been with a friend when the bones were found). Abbott knew how to make 
stone tools and so was capable of forging those found at Piltdown. Again, 
however, the evidence, though tantalizing, includes no smoking gun. 

Another possibility is that Abbott was a co-conspirator with Dawson, 
again not in an elaborately planned hoax, but only in crafting specific fraud- 
ulent objects and planting these at Piltdown in order to convince skeptical 
scientists of the significance of the skull Dawson obtained in 1906 (Matthews 
1981a, 1981b). Abbott was an ardent believer that crudely broken flints 
found in very ancient gravels were actually human-made tools. We know 
these so-called eoliths are merely naturally fractured rocks, but Abbott may 
truly have believed that the 1906 skull supported his perspective that the 
eoliths were the product of human manufacture; he may have surmised that 
the bearer of the skull could have been the maker of eoliths. 


Suspect: Arthur Smith Woodward 


Arthur Smith Woodward possessed the opportunity and the expertise to 
pull off the fraud. Certainly he was the scientist most intimately involved 
with Piltdown, co-announcing its discovery, co-authoring the first scientific 
publication describing the find, and participating in the discovery of addi- 
tional materials in later excavations at the site. His association with Dawson 
can be traced for thirty years before Piltdown. Nevertheless, the likelihood 
that Woodward was a co-conspirator in the hoax has been downplayed by 
most of those who have written about it (including me in previous editions 
of this book). 

On the other hand, a circumstantial case against Woodward has been 
presented by biological anthropologist Gerrell Drawhorn (1994). He points 
out that Woodward may be directly connected to at least some of the fraud- 
ulent specimens recovered at the site, including several of the animal bones 
that were salted there. Drawhorn goes on to suggest a possible source for 
the cranial fragments that also implicates Woodward. Woodward had ob- 
tained, for the British Museum of Natural History, skulls of Ona Indians of 
Patagonia located in South America. Remember that one presumably primi- 
tive trait displayed by the Piltdown skull was the extreme thickness of the 
bone. This bone thickening is a very rare trait in almost all recent human 
populations. But there is an exception; it is fairly common among the Ona 
Indians. 
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Why might Woodward have done it? It may have been done for noto- 
riety. Woodward was an ichthyologist, well-respected among his peers as an 
expert in fossil fish. He hoped to become director of the British Museum of 
Natural History and may have felt that public as well as professional recog- 
nition was necessary to obtain the post. His involvement in the discovery 
and analysis of an extremely significant human fossil certainly provided a 
boost to his career and gave him the public recognition he may have felt he 
needed. 

There are, as yet, no smoking guns proving that Woodward was in- 
volved. Nevertheless, Drawhorn’s case seems at least as strong as—and per- 
haps quite a bit stronger than—the cases presented against some of the other 
suspects. 


Suspect: Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 


Pierre Teilhard de Chardin has come under scrutiny as well, most recently 
by Harvard paleontologist and chronicler of science, Stephen Jay Gould 
(1980). Teilhard is a reasonable suspect because he was present during many 
of the key discoveries at Piltdown. It is also the case, as Gould points out, 
that Teilhard’s later reconstruction of the chronology of his involvement 
with Piltdown was suspicious; at one point he asserted that he had seen the 
remains of Piltdown II and had been taken to the site in 1913, which was 
two years before Dawson supposedly found them. It is also somewhat per- 
plexing that, after the hoax was unmasked toward the end of his life, Teil- 
hard became increasingly reluctant to comment on the entire affair or to 
clarify his role in it. 

But the evidence implicating Teilhard is weak. When, late in life, he 
maintained that Dawson had taken him to the Piltdown II site, he may have 
been confusing it with another site with fossil material Dawson did take him 
to in 1913. Furthermore, he steadfastly defended Dawson and Woodward 
when they were accused of being the hoaxers; he wrote world-renowned 
paleoanthropologist Louis Leakey, “I know who was responsible for the Pilt- 
down hoax and it was not Charles Dawson” (cited in Tobias 1992:247). If 
he were guilty, he would be eager to see someone else take the blame for 
the fraud. 

The mere facts that Teilhard mentioned Piltdown but little in his later 
writings on evolution and was confused about the precise chronology of 
discoveries in the pit do not add up to a convincing case. 


Suspect: Sir Arthur Keith 


Anatomist Arthur Keith has been accused of participation in the hoax 
(Spencer 1990; Tobias 1992). According to Keith’s own diary, on December 
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16, 1912, he had written an anonymous article describing events at Piltdown 
for the British Medical Journal. Curiously, this was two days before some of 
the events discussed took place (Spencer 1990:189). Also, the article con- 
tained information that, ostensibly, no one but Woodward, Dawson, and the 
hoaxer could have known. Further, Keith knew or at least had met Dawson 
before he told people he had, and later he destroyed his correspondence 
with Dawson. 

This may show that Keith was guilty of obtaining additional informa- 
tion about the discovery from someone else (perhaps one of the workers at 
the excavation) and then of publishing it, but it is not convincing evidence 
of participation in the hoax. The rest seems attributable to a faulty memory 
and an innocent mistake in recording a date in a personal log. Again, there 
is no direct evidence of involvement. 

Further, Keith’s subsequent criticism of Woodward’s reconstruction of 
the skull and his advocacy of a change in the fossil’s designation from Eoan- 
thropus dawsoni to Homo piltdownensis seem odd because the hoaxer would 
logically wish to distance himself from the entire affair, not thrust himself 
into the middle of it. Finally, Keith insistently disputed the apelike nature of 
the jaw, which makes no sense if he was the hoaxer, because it was, after all, 
an ape’s jaw that was planted. The evidence implicating Keith is weak. 


Suspect: Martin A. C. Hinton 


Martin A. C. Hinton was a curator of zoology at the Natural History Mu- 
seum in London. Hinton had worked under Arthur Smith Woodward at the 
time of the hoax, and some have claimed that before the Piltdown affair they 
had a falling out about payment for some work Hinton had done at the mu- 
seum. So, conceivably, Hinton may have had a motive for embarrassing 
Woodward. 

More important, some have pointed to what they consider to be a 
smoking gun with Hinton’s fingerprints—a trunk found at the museum in 
the mid-1970s bearing Hinton’s initials (Gee 1996). The trunk contained an 
assemblage of fossil hippopotamus and elephant teeth stained and carved 
in a fashion similar to the fake animal fossils found with Piltdown Man. In 
fact, the proportions of chemicals that had been used in staining the bones 
found in Hinton’s trunk were the same as those used to make the Piltdown 
specimens look old. 

However, there is no evidence that Hinton had been to Piltdown before 
Dawson’s discovery, so there is no direct evidence of his having any oppor- 
tunity to plant the bones. Beyond this, if Hinton played this trick to get back 
at some perceived slight on the part of Arthur Smith Woodward, (1) why 
would he plant bones at Piltdown, (2) how would he know that any- 
one would find them, (3) how would he know that the person who found 
them would know they were significant, and (4) how would he know that 
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this person would take them to Woodward? Hinton certainly is a viable sus- 
pect, but there does not appear to be definitive proof of his guilt. 

L. Harrison Matthews came to know Hinton quite well toward the end 
of his life. In an intriguing bit of sleuthing (Matthews 1981a, 1981b), he con- 
cluded that Hinton may have played an important role, not as one of the 
hoaxers, but as an attempted “hoaxer of the hoaxers.” Specifically, Matthews 
hypothesizes that Hinton figured out that Dawson, possibly along with 
Abbott, had faked the Piltdown fossil cranium and jaw in the first place. 
Amused that his enemy Woodward had fallen for the hoax, Matthews sug- 
gested that Hinton began adding more fakes to the Piltdown pit, specimens 
like the cricket bat that were transparently absurd. Of course, with some- 
body else planting fake artifacts, the original culprits would realize that 
someone was on to them. More gratifying to Hinton, the new fakes would 
lead his nemesis Woodward ’to the inevitable and agonizing conclusion that 
he had been duped and had wasted a significant part of his career and not 
just a little of his professional currency on a clumsy fraud. It is an intriguing, 
if complicated, scenario; like every other proposal in the Piltdown whodun- 
nit, there is no compelling evidence to support this version. 


Suspect: Sir Grafton Elliot Smith 


The evidence for involvement by G. E. Smith in the hoax is slim, and all of it 
is circumstantial. Smith was born in Australia, and his arrival in England was 
followed relatively quickly by the appearance of the Piltdown skull; thus, a 
connection has been suggested. In Australia, he was involved in the debate 
over a controversial skull found there. Smith emphasized the primitive fea- 
tures of the so-called Talgai skull and viewed it as an extremely ancient and 
primitive representative of the human race. He was a supporter of Wood- 
ward’s interpretation of Piltdown and, in fact, cited the Talgai skull in the de- 
bate. But Smith did not visit the Piltdown location until 1915-16 and would 
have had no opportunity to have planted the fossils. Similarly, he would have 
had no motive for doing so, save to support his fundamental perspective 
of human evolution. His view of the temporal priority of brain expansion in 
human evolution was similar to that of many of his colleagues, so this in no 
way distinguishes Smith from a multitude of scientists who welcomed the 
implications of Piltdown, but who had nothing to do with the hoax itself. 


Suspect: W. J. Sollas 


W. J. Sollas, a geology professor at Oxford and a strong supporter of Pilt- 
down, has been accused from beyond the grave. In 1978, a tape-recorded 
statement made just before his death by J. A. Douglass, who had worked 
in Sollas’s lab for some thirty years, was made public. The only evidence 
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provided is Douglass’s testimony that on one occasion he came across a 
package containing the fossil-staining agent potassium bichromate in the 
lab—certainly not the kind of evidence needed to convince a jury to convict. 


Suspect: Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 


Even Sir Arthur Conan Doyle has come under the scrutiny of would-be Pilt- 
down detectives. Doyle lived near Piltdown and is known to have visited 
the site at least once. This provides him with the opportunity, but what 
would have been his motive to perpetrate the hoax? 

Ironically, though Doyle was the creator of Sherlock Holmes, posses- 
sor of the most logical, rational mind in literature, Doyle himself was quite 
credulous when it came to spiritualism. He became an ardent supporter of 
two young English girls who claimed that fairies regularly visited their gar- 
den. They even concocted some outrageously bad photographs to prove 
their point, and Doyle accepted these obvious fakes without reservation. 
The movie Fairy Tale: A True Story is a fanciful version of this. 

One of Doyle’s chief critics in this arena was British anatomist and zo- 
ologist Ray Lankester. Lankester had been for some time publicly contemp- 
tuous of Doyle’s belief in spirits and fairies. If Doyle were truly involved in 
the Piltdown hoax, Lankester would have been one obvious target. In this 
scenario, Doyle crafted the hoax hoping that Lankester would fall for it and 
then be humiliated when Doyle revealed that it was all a fraud. 

But this is all quite a stretch; after all, how would Doyle know that 
Lankester would become deeply involved in Piltdown? In fact, Lankester 
was not one of the key researchers; he was a follower, not a leader, at Pilt- 
down, becoming a supporter of Woodward’s interpretation of Eoanthropus. 
Finally, there is no direct evidence to implicate Doyle. In the final analysis, 
he is an unlikely suspect. 


The Lesson of Piltdown 


Certainly, in the case of the Piltdown hoax, there is no shortage of suspects, 
and there is plenty of circumstantial evidence implicating many of them. 
Unfortunately, there is nothing that has yet surfaced that definitively elimi- 
nates any of them or that would lead us confidently to a guilty verdict for 
any one of them either. But does that matter now, nearly a century after the 
first of the bones came into Charles Dawson’s possession? If the Piltdown 
tale were a detective mystery, the question of “whodunnit” would be at the 
core of the story. However, in his review of Frank Spencer’s book accusing 
Sir Arthur Keith, British prehistorian Christopher Chippindale (1990) has 
expressed the opinion of many anthropologists in his title: “Piltdown: Who 
Dunit? Who Cares?” Chippindale doubts that definitive evidence of any- 
one’s guilt exists and suggests that this is beside the point anyway. 
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Of far greater significance is the reason for Piltdown’s acceptance by 
such a broad group of scientists. Piltdown provided validation for a pre- 
ferred view of human evolution, one in which the development of the brain 
preceded all other aspects of human evolution. The hoaxer may never be 
known, but we do know that he or they almost certainly crafted the fraud 
to conform to this “brain-centered” perspective of human evolution. He or 
they gave people a fossil they would want to accept, and many fell into 
their trap. 

A definitive answer to the question, “Whodunnit?” may never be forth- 
coming. The lesson in Piltdown, though, is clear. Unlike the case of the 
Cardiff Giant, where scientists were not fooled, here many were convinced 
by what appears to be, in hindsight, an inelegant fake. It shows quite clearly 
that scientists, though striving to be objective observers and explainers of 
the world around them, are, in the end, human. Many accepted the Piltdown 
evidence because they wished to—it supported a more comfortable view of 
human evolution. Furthermore, perhaps out of naivete, they could not even 
conceive that a fellow thinker about human origins would wish to trick 
them; the possibility that Piltdown was a fraud probably occurred to few, if 
any, of them. 

Nevertheless, the Piltdown story, rather than being a black mark 
against science, instead shows how well it ultimately works. Even before its 
unmasking, Piltdown had been consigned by most to a netherworld of 
doubt. There was simply too much evidence supporting a different human 
pedigree than that implied by Piltdown. Proving it a hoax was just the final 
nail in the coffin lid for this fallacious fossil. As a result, though we may 
never know the hoaxer’s name, at least we know this: If the goal was to for- 
ever confuse our understanding of the human evolutionary story, the hoax 
ultimately was a failure. n 


Current Perspectives: Human Evolution 


With little more than a handful of cranial fragments, scientists defined an 
entire species, Eoanthropus, and recast the story of human evolution. Later, 
in 1922, on the basis of a single fossil tooth found in Nebraska, an ancient 
species of man, Hesperopithecus, was defined. It was presumed to be as old 
as any hominid species found in the Old World and convinced some that 
then current evolutionary models needed to be overhauled. The tooth 
turned out to belong to an ancient pig. Even in the case of Peking Man, the 
species was defined and initially named Sinanthropus pekinensis on the basis 
of only two teeth. 

Today, the situation in human paleontology is quite different (Johan- 
son and Edgar 1996). The tapestry of our human evolutionary history is 
no longer woven with the filaments of a small handful of gauzy threads. 
We can now base our evolutionary scenarios (Figure 4.9) on enormous 
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Figure 4.9 The chronology and connections of fossil hominids over the past 4.5 mil- 
lion years are depicted here. Each of the named species is represented by a number 
of fossil specimens. As can be seen, though many hominids existed in the past—and 
some lived at the same time—there currently is only a single species, Homo sapiens 
sapiens. All living people are members of this group. (From Bernard Wood, 1992a, 
1992b) 


quantities of data supplied by several fields of science (see Feder and Park 
2000 for a detailed summary of current thinking on human evolution). 

Australopithecus afarensis, for example, dating to about 4 million years 
ago, is represented by more than a dozen fossil individuals from East Africa. 
The most famous specimen, known as “Lucy,” is more than 40 percent com- 
plete. Its discovery by a team led by paleoanthropologist Donald Johanson 
was far more exciting than any hoax possibly could have been (Johanson 
and Edey 1982). Lucy’s pelvis is remarkably modern and provides clear evi- 
dence of its upright, and therefore humanlike, posture. Mary Leakey, Tim 
White, and their team in Tanzania (White and Suwa 1987) found further evi- 
dence of upright locomotion dating to nearly 4 million years ago. At a place 
called Laetoli, they discovered a pathway of fossilized Australopithecus foot- 
prints preserved in hardened volcanic ash. At least two individuals, walk- 
ing in an entirely human pattern, crossed the soft ash, leaving an 
unmistakably human trail. The chemical makeup of the ash caused it to 
harden and preserve the footprints. The ash itself has been directly dated to 
more than 3.5 million years ago. By the way, though Australopithecus walked 
in a humanlike fashion, its skull was quite apelike and contained a brain the 
size of achimpanzee’s. The fossil evidence, contrary to Piltdown and the 
brain-centered view of evolution, shows quite clearly that human evolution 
proceeded from the feet up, not the head down. 

Alan Walker and Richard Leakey (1993) excavated the 80-percent- 
complete skeleton of a 9- or 10-year-old boy who died on the shore of a lake 
more than 1.5 million years ago. He clearly walked upright and possessed a 


Current Perspectives: Human Evolution 83 


brain far larger than that of Australopithecus and about two-thirds the mod- 
ern human size. That the so-called Nariokotome boy exhibits evidence of 
physical immaturity at the age of 9 or 10 reflects how human he was. Com- 
pared to most other animals, human beings have an extended period of mat- 
uration during which we master the skills we need as creatures who rely on 
learned behavior to a far greater degree than physical characteristics or in- 
stinct. The Nariokotome boy is placed in the taxonomic category Homo 
ergaster. Homo ergaster’s Asian descendant, Homo erectus, is known from 
dozens of individuals—forty from Zhoukoudian alone, nearly twenty from 
Java, and more than a dozen from Africa. 

Excavators of the Sima de los Huesos site in the Atapuerca Mountains 
of northern Spain have, at that single locale, recovered more than 1,600 hom- 
inid bones representing the remains of more than thirty and perhaps as 
many as fifty ancient people (Bermúdez de Castro et al. 1997). These ancient 
people lived 300,000 years ago, and their physical characteristics suggest 
that they were the ancestors of the Neandertals who flourished in Europe 
between 120,000 and 30,000 years ago. 

Recovered Nearidertal skeletons number in the hundreds, allowing de- 
tailed comparisons between this extinct form of human being and us 
(Stringer and Gamble 1993). In one of the most exciting advances in paleo- 
anthropological research in this century, in three separate studies actual 
segments of DNA have been extracted from Neandertal bone fragments, al- 
lowing scientists for the first time to compare the genetic instructions for an 
extinct form of humanity with the DNA of our own species (Krings et al. 
1997; Ovchinnikov et al. 2000; Scholz et al. 2000). Now, in our comparisons 
between Neandertals and modern humans, we can look at more than just 
bone; we can see the very genes. This “molecular archaeclogy” of the Nean- 
dertals shows that they were genetically quite distinct from modern hu- 
mans. The degree of difference seen in the DNA suggests that the 
Neandertals were not our immediate ancestors but evolutionary cousins, 
plying their own separate course through ancient history. 

The fossil human record is rich and growing. Our evolutionary scenar- 
ios are based not on a handful of fragmentary bones but on the remains of 
hundreds of individuals. Grafton Elliot Smith, Arthur Smith Woodward, 
and the others were quite wrong. The abundant evidence shows very clearly 
that human evolutionary history is characterized by the precedence of up- 
right posture and the tardy development of the brain. It now appears that 
although our ancestors developed upright posture and humanlike bodies 
more than 4 million years ago, the modern human brain size and shape were 
not attained until as recently as 100,000 years ago. 

It is to be expected that ideas will change as new data are collected and 
new analytical techniques are developed. Certainly our current views will 
be fine-tuned, and perhaps even drastic changes of opinion will take place. 
This is the nature of science. Ít is fair to suggest, however, that no longer 
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could a handful of enigmatic bones that contradicted our mutually support- 
ive paleontological, cultural, and genetic databases cause us to unravel and 
reweave our evolutionary tapestry. Today, the discovery of a Piltdown Man 
likely would fool few. — 








> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. Why didn’t they just radiocarbon-date the Piltdown cranium and jaw to show 
how old they were? 


Radiocarbon dating was not developed until the 1950s, nearly forty 
years after Piltdown’s discovery. If the Piltdown skull had been a genuine, 
million-year-old fossil, carbon dating would have been useless anyway. Car- 
bon dating works only on organic material (all the organic material in fos- 
silized bone has been replaced with minerals) and can be applied to 
specimens no more than about 50,000 years old. After scientists realized that 
Piltdown had been a hoax, they did radiocarbon-date the cranium, it was 
about six hundred years old. The jaw was only ninety years old (Spencer 
and Stringer 1989). 


2. Isn't the theory of human evolution based on the discovery of just a handful of 
tiny bone fragments that could mean just about anything? 


Not at all. Paleoanthropologists have recovered thousands upon thou- 
sands of bones of our human ancestors. There are more than a dozen partial 
skeletons of Australopithecus and more than three hundred partial skeletons 
of Neandertals. Richard Leakey and Roger Lewin (1992) estimated that by 
the early 1990s the remains of more than one thousand prehuman individu- 
als had been recovered by scientists. In the nine years since their estimate, 
dozens more have been added to the roster. Beyond this, some ancient skele- 
tons—the Nariokotome boy from Africa and Jinniushan Man from China 
are two examples—are nearly complete, giving us a very detailed picture of 
what some of our extinct ancestors looked like. Modern scenarios of human 
evolution are based on a solid, large, and expanding database that includes 
DNA, ancient tools, and geology as well as bones—another reason why 
today a Piltdown hoax would be unlikely to fool anyone. 





> BEST OF THE WEB < 





http://www. talkorigins.org/faqs/piltdown.htm! 


Timeline and detailed discussion; assessment of most of the possible 
perpetrators. 
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http://www.tiac.net/users/cri/piltdown.html 
Detailed discussion of the hoax, enormous bibliography is linked. 


http://www.tiac.net/users/cri/piltref.html 
Piltdown bibliography with an extensive section on possible perpetrators. 


http://www.autopen.com/piltdown.shtm!| 


http://www.tiac.net/users/cri/winslow.html 

Two sites that present the argument that Conan Doyle was the Piltdown 
“perp. tf 

http://www. tiac.net/users/cri/drawhorn. html 

Gerrell Drawhorn’s paper presenting the argument that Arthur Smith Wood- 
ward was the perpetrator of the Piltdown hoax. 
http://www.lhup.edu/~dsimanek/piltdown.htm 

Web site arguing that Martin Hinton was perpetrator of the Piltdown hoax. 








> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISE < 


The Carditf Giant and Piltdown Man hoaxes were similar in that both re- 
lated to archaeology and the study of human prehistory. However, they were 
quite different in terms of motives, the reasons for their success, and their 
impacts. Compare the motives for these two hoaxes. What were the goals of 
the hoaxsters? Compare the reasons each was successful. Why did people 
want to believe them? Compare the impacts of the Cardiff Giant and Pilt- 
down hoaxes on the scientific understanding of the human past. Do you 
think archaeologists would be fooled by these hoaxes today? Can modern 
archaeologists be fooled by any hoaxes considering the modern technology 
we now have available to assess the legitimacy of artifacts and skeletons? 

Which of these two implications drawn from the Piltdown hoax do you 
agree with and why? 

1. Piltdown shows that even “objective” scientists cannot be trusted to 


apply a skeptical eye to data when those data fulfill their expectations 
and desires. 


2. Piltdown exemplifies the self-corrective nature of science. 
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Who Discovered America? 


Every October, on Columbus Day, pundits ponder the significance of the 
voyages of Christopher Columbus to the New World and whether, in fact, 
Columbus “discovered” America. Heated arguments ensue, and ink, if not 
blood, is spilled. But the issue of who discovered America is and should be 
a simple question of scientific fact. Did Columbus “discover” America? The 
only reasonable answer is, No, certainly not. 

The scientific facts are so clear it is perplexing that the point is argued 
at all. When Columbus arrived in the Caribbean in 1492, he found people al- 
ready there. In fact, it is estimated that the New World was home to tens of 
millions of people whose languages and ways of life were more diverse than 
those of Europe. The New World was not the territory of a bunch of nomadic 
foragers who, as it has sometimes been grotesquely suggested, simply be- 
came the unfortunate victims of a cultural version of “survival of the fittest.” 
The New World was home to myriad cultures including hunters and gather- 
ers in the Alaskan Arctic, pyramid-building farmers in the midwestern 
United States, mobile hunter-gatherers in the desert West, and corn- 
farming, town dwellers in the Southeast. The New World also was home to 
a number of full-blown civilizations including the Aztec, Inka, and Maya. 
These cultures were, in the view of the conquering Spaniards themselves, 
the equal to any in the Old World. What the Aztec, Inka, Maya, and others 
were lacking, however, was gunpowder (a Chinese, not European, inven- 
tion) and, even more significantly, immunity to European diseases, which 
killed more of them than did any conquistadors with swords or guns. So 
why do people argue the point at all? At least part of the reason this is still a 
political issue is good old European ethnocentrism. 

At least 12,000—and perhaps as much as 20,000 or even 30,000—years 
ago, small bands of northeastern Asians crossed a windswept plain exposed 
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by a lowered sea and entered a world new to all of humanity. Within just a 
few thousand years, these people had spread across two continents, adapted 
to hundreds of different environments, invented agriculture, and developed 
complex civilizations with cities, pyramids, accurate calendars, and sophis- 
icated writing and mathematical systems. 

sut there are no holidays memorializing these remarkable cultural 
achievements. The reason for this is reflected in an irony seen even in most 
modern natural history museums. Among the typical displays of most 
such museums, between the dodos and the dinosaurs, are dioramas de- 
picting these original American societies. It is as if we still perceive Indian 
cultures and their many accomplishments not as part of the history of hu- 
manity but as part of the history of nature, which includes volcanoes, 
stuffed birds, and the bones of extinct animals. So even though it was Indi- 
ans who discovered the Western Hemisphere, somehow that just doesn’t 
count. This bias goes back as far as Columbus himself. In his log, Colum- 
bus provides a list for his Spanish benefactors of the “resources” contained 
in the islands he had.explored. He includes the native people as one po- 
tentially valuable commodity—listing them between aloe wood and 
rhubarb, 

The anthropological question that should concern us is not, Who dis- 
covered America? but, Where did the Indians, who clearly were the first peo- 
ple to enter and settle America, come from? This very question was, in fact, 
asked by European scholars soon after they became aware of the existence 
of American Indians. 


The Discovery of a New World 


Ít has been said about Columbus that he was a man who, on beginning his 
great voyage, didn’t know where he was going; on reaching his destination, 
didn’t know where he was; and on returning, didn’t know where he had 
been. For his trouble, the capital of Ohio is named for him. 

This cynical view does not adequately recognize the enormity of his 
accomplishments nor his bravery and skills. Between 1492 and 1502, Colum- 
bus made four separate voyages to the New World (Figure 5.1). On the first 
and second of these he made landfalls on “San Salvador” (today identified 
as Watlings Island or, possibly, Samana Cay), Cuba, and Haiti (Marden 
1986). On the third and fourth voyages, a landfall was made on the coast of 
South America, and a large section of the coast of Middle America (Panama, 
Costa Rica, and Honduras) was explored (Fernandez-Armesto 1974). His 
navigational skills and, just as important, his tenacity in the face of adverse 
circumstances allowed Columbus to succeed in transatlantic crossings, 
where several Portuguese navigators who had attempted the trip before him 
had almost certainly failed (Morison 1940). 
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Figure 5.1 Routes taken by Columbus in his four voyages of exploration of the New 
World in 1492, 1493, 1498, and 1502. Columbus never gave up hope that he had 
discovered the coast of either Japan or China or lands immediately adjacent to the 
Orient. 


But, as great as Columbus’s achievement was, he was not the first dis- 
coverer of America; the Indians were. When Columbus landed on San Sal- 
vador, Cuba, Haiti, and virtually everywhere else he explored, he came into 
contact with large numbers of indigenous people (Figure 5.2). The source of 
American Indian populations, however, was not a major issue for Colum- 
bus or fifteenth-century scholars in general. As Huddleston has pointed out, 
“Columbus did not question the existence of men in the New World because 
he did not know it was a New World” (1967:5). 

Remember, Columbus was seeking funding from the Spanish monar- 
chy in his search for a westerly route to the Orient and access to the rich re- 
sources of China, Japan, and India. Despite the commonly believed claim 
that most people in the fifteenth century believed the world was flat, in fact, 
as far back as the fourth century B.C., the Greek philosopher Aristotle had 
determined that the world was a sphere. In the third century B.C., his coun- 
tryman Eratosthenes calculated the circumference of this spherical earth, 
coming remarkably close to its actual value of a little more than 38,000 kilo- 
meters (25,000 miles). In fact, as Jeffrey Burton Russell (1997) has shown in 
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Figure 5.2 Columbus and those explorers who followed him to the New World all 
reported the presence of people previously unknown to Europeans—people whose 
existence demanded explanation within a biblical framework. Here sixteenth-century 
illustrator Theodore de Bry depicts natives of North America planting corn. 


Inventing the Flat Earth, beginning in the fourth century B.C., and continuing 
right up through the time of Columbus, Greek, Roman, and Christian schol- 
ars believed almost universafly that the world was a sphere. Columbus even 
had at his disposal a three-dimensional map of the world in the form of a 
globe made by the Dutch mapmaker Martin Behaim in 1492 (Figure 5.3). 
Skeptics among the advisers to the Spanish monarchs, Ferdinand and Ís- 
abella, did not question the spherical nature of the earth but, instead, fo- 
cused on the size of our world, believing its circumference was too great for 
a successful circumnavigation. 

Columbus spent his time in the Spanish court not attempting to con- 
vince people of a spherical earth but attempting to persuade them that it 
was much smaller than learned people believed it to be. Columbus believed 
the Atlantic to be much narrower than we now know and Asia to be muc 
broader. In his ultimately successful presentation to the Spanish king and 
queen, he estimated the distance between the Canary Islands (a staging area 
for the voyage in the eastern Atlantic) and Japan to be about 4,450 km (2,765 
miles). It is actually almost five times as long: 22,000 km (13,670 miles)! 

Though he did not understand that he had accidentally discovered the 
Western Hemisphere during his first voyage, Columbus did come to realize 
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Figure 5.3 Behaim’s 
Globe, 1492. (Courtesy, 
Germanisches National 
Museum) 





that he had not successfully reached his hoped-for destination of Cathay 
(China) or Cipangu (Japan). For a short time during the first voyage, he 
thought Cuba was part of mainland Asia (Fuson 1987), but he soon con- 
cluded that it was, in fact, an island. Nevertheless, he remained convinced 
that Cuba and the other islands he explored lay in proximity to the Asian 
mainland. 

Unfortunately, the three subsequent voyages by Columbus resulted in 
no indisputable Asian landfall and seemed to deflate the notion that China 
and Japan were just a little farther west. Columbus became so frustrated by 
his apparent failure to find a new route to the Orient as he had promised 
that, during the second voyage, in 1494, he greatly overestimated (falsified?) 
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the length of the coast of Cuba in his records. He went so far as to force 
his men to swear an oath stating that Cuba (called Juana in the log) was, in 
fact, not an island but a continental landmass and therefore a part of Asia 
(Fernandez-Armesto 1974:129), 

Columbus, convinced he had at least explored a number of islands off 
the Asian mainland, thought the people he encountered were Asians. In one 
of the published accounts of his discoveries, the Letter to Sanchez, Columbus 
passes on a story of a tailed race of people in an area he did not visit (Major 
1961:11), Nonetheless, everywhere else in his records, it is clear he believed 
the natives were ordinary Asians. Later, Columbus waffled on the location 
and nature of the lands he explored in his four voyages. In the final analysis, 
he simply wasn’t sure what he had discovered, though he did become con- 
vinced that South America was a previously unknown continental land- 
mass. He spent his last days, however, maintaining that he had, in fact, made 
landfalls on the coast of Asia. 

Others in Europe, however, had become convinced that Columbus had 
discovered something far more intriguing than a western route to the Ori- 
ent. There was growing sentiment that Columbus had discovered, as 
Amerigo Vespucci called it for the first time in print in 1503, “a new world, 
because none of these countries were known to our ancestors” (Vespucci 
1904). When Magellan circumnavigated the globe in 1519-1522, any linger- 
ing doubts that Columbus had indeed discovered a “new world” were 
erased. 


Biblical Exegesis and American Indians 


If the lands explored by Columbus were not part of Asia, then the natives 
were not Asians, but some heretofore unknown group of people. This idea 
was problematical to sixteenth-century scholars and clerics. In their world- 
view, all people could be traced to Adam and Eve. Beyond this, all people 
could be more recently traced to Noah and his family (his wife, sons, and 
daughters-in-law), for all other descendants of the first couple had been 
wiped out in a great flood (see Chapter 11). 

According to the Book of Genesis in the Old Testament, Noah had three 
sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Biblical scholars had long since decided that 
each of the three sons represented the source for the three “races” of human- 
ity recognized by Europeans: European, Oriental, and African. Japheth, ap- 
parently the best of the lot, was, naturally enough, considered to be the 
patriarch of the European people. Shem gave rise to the Asians, and Ham 
was the source for Africans. This was a neat enough arrangement for bibli- 
cal literalists, but the recognition that the native people Columbus had en- 
countered were not Chinese or Japanese created a problem. There simply 
was no fourth son of Noah to provide a source for a fourth race of people. 
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Though some, like Isaac de la Peyrere in 1655, suggested that Indians were 
part of a separate “pre-adamite” creation that had been unaffected by the 
biblical flood (Greene 1959), notions of polygenesis were never particularly 
popular. 

For most, Indians were ordinary human beings descended first from 
Adam and later from Noah. If any doubted that, Pope Paul III ina papal 
bull released in 1537 made the opinion of the Church clear when he stated 
that “the Indians are truly men and ... they are not only capable of under- 
standing the catholic faith but, according to our information, desire exceed- 
ingly to receive it” (as cited in Hanke 1937:72). 

That led to the only general conclusion possible: the natives of the New 
World must have reached its shores sometime after the Flood and could, 
therefore, be traced to one of Noah’s sons through a historically known 
group of people. For some three hundred years, European thinkers specu- 
lated about who that group might be. 


American Indians: 
From Israelites to Atlanteans 


The biological study of American Indians has shown that they clearly are 
Asian in origin (Steward 1973; and see the Current Perspectives section of 
this chapter). Ironically, an early New World explorer noticed the physical 
similarity between the native people of the New World and Asians. Gio- 
vanni da Verrazano, an Italian navigator sailing for France in 1524, landed at 
what is today the border between North and South Carolina. He sailed 
north, looking for a sea route to the west and, it was hoped, a way past the 
New World and to Asia. He entered Delaware Bay and the mouth of the 
Hudson River, sailed along Connecticut's coast, entered and explored Nar- 
ragansett Bay, followed the shore of Cape Cod, and then went home, unsuc- 
cessful in his attempt to find a passage to the west. Verrazano spent almost 
three weeks exploring the interior of Rhode Island and had an opportunity 
to examine local natives closely. He concluded: 


They tend to be rather broad in the face. . . . They have big black eyes. ... 
From what we could tell in the last two respects they resemble the 
Orientals. (Quuinn 1979:182) 


In 1555 the Portuguese traveler Antonio Galvão (Galvaño) cited China 
as the source for Indians. He noticed the physical similarities between Indi- 
ans and Asians in terms of “their proportions, having small eies, flat noses, 
with other proportions to be seene” (Galvao 1962:19). 

Though these explorers were quite perceptive in noticing these physi- 
cal similarities, many others suggested different sources for the Native 
American population. In his General and Natural History of the Indies pub- 
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lished in 1535, Spanish writer Oviedo (Huddleston 1967) suggested two pos- 
sible sources for indigenous American populations: lost merchants from 
Carthage, a Mediterranean city-state of 2,000 years before, or the followers 
of King Héspero, a Spanish king who fled Europe in 1658 B.c. The latter hy- 
pothesis was appealing to the Spanish, who could therefore assert that 
Columbus had only rediscovered and reclaimed what the Spanish had al- 
ready discovered and claimed. 

Speculation concerning the source of American Indians accelerated 
after 1550. As shown in Chapter 8, Lopez de Gomara believed they were a 
remnant population from the Lost Continent of Atlantis. Historian Lee Hud- 
dieston (1967:32) maintains that, in terms of numbers of references to possi- 
ble geographic sources in the middle years of the sixteenth century, Atlantis 
was the single most popular speculation. 

In 1580 Diego Duran suggested that the New World natives were de- 
scendants of the so-called Lost Tribes of Israel—ten of the twelve Hebrew 
tribes mentioned in the Bible were historically “lost.” Duran enumerated 
traits that he believed Indians and Jews had in common: circumcision, sto- 
ries about plagues, long journeys, and the like. 

It was not until Rabbi Manasseh ben Israel wrote The Hope of Israel in 
1650, however, that the Lost Tribes hypothesis achieved widespread popu- 
larity (Huddleston 1967). The Hope of Israel was quite popular and spawned 
many similar volumes. In it, the practices, ceremonies, beliefs, stories, and 
even languages of individual groups of Indians were identified as being Jew- 
ish in origin. Ben Israel went so far as to claim that the Indians were still 
practicing Jews, but were keeping it secret from the Spanish, having heard 
of the Inquisition. 


g 
Joseph de Acosta and Gregoria Garcia 


From our modern perspective, perhaps the most important work focusing 
on the origin of the Indians was The Natural and Moral History of the Indies, 
by Friar Joseph de Acosta, published in 1590. The book is a remarkably per- 
ceptive, scientific examination of the question of Indian origins. 

Acosta spent seventeen years as a Jesuit missionary in Peru beginning 
in 1570. He recognized that however people came to the New World and 
wherever they came from, animals came with them. The Americas were 
teeming with animals. But this could have been no purposeful importation 
of animals because predators including wolves and foxes were present in the 
New World. People clearly would not have brought such animals with them. 
Acosta deduced that these animals must have traveled here by themselves. 

Acosta then made a simple, yet significant suggestion; if animals could 
migrate on their own to the New World from the Old—where they must 
have journeyed from after the Flood, since Noah’s Ark came to rest on “the 
mountains of Ararat,” somewhere in western Asia—then “the new world 
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Figure 5.4 During parts 
of the Pleistocene epoch, 
sea level dropped substan- 
tially as water evaporated 
from the world’s oceans, 
fell as snow in northern 
latitudes and higher eleva- 
tions, and did not melt but 
produced glaciers. This 
drop in sea level produced 
land connections like the 
Bering Land Bridge—a 
1,500-km-wide platform of 
land connecting northeast 
Asia and northwest North 
America. The Bering Land 
Bridge provided access to 
the New World for animals 
and people in the Old 
World. (From Human An- 
tiquity, Feder and Park, 
Mayfield Publishing) 
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we call the Indies is not completely divided and separated from the other 
world” (Acosta, as cited in Huddleston 1967:50). 

Thus the Old and New Worlds must be connected; animals could sim- 
ply walk from the Old World to the New, and people would have come to 
the Americas the same way. Based on geographical knowledge of his day, 
Acosta even proposed where such a connection might be found—northeast 
Asia/northwest North America. European explorers would not verify that 
northeastern Asia and northwestern North America were separated by a 
narrow strait (in fact, only about 82 kilometers [51 miles] of open sea) until 
the second half of the eighteenth century (Figure 5.4). 

Acosta’s argument was remarkable for its objectivity and solid reason- 
ing. Furthermore, it did not contradict a literal interpretation of the Bible—it 
was, after all, based on the assumption that all animals in the New World 
were descended from those saved on board the Ark. 

Nevertheless, Acosta’s book was not as popular as the work of a far 
more credulous colleague, Gregoria Garcia, who wrote his Origins of the In- 
dians in 1607. Garcia listed sources for American Indians and seemed to ac- 
cept them all: Lost Tribes of Israelites, ancient Spanish kings, homeless 
Atlanteans, not to mention globe-trotting Greeks, Norwegians, Chinese, Tar- 
tars, and Scythians. It made little apparent difference to Garcia; they all dis- 
covered America. 

Rather than employing a deductive approach like Acosta’s, Garcia 
used a purely inductive method (see Chapter 2). He cited supposedly spe- 
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cific behaviors or practices of particular Asian, European, and African 
groups that were found in particular places in the New World and then hy- 
pothesized that Indians were descended from those Old World groups. No 
attempt was made to test this hypothesis. 


Tracing the Movement 
of Ancient People 
Tracing People by Their Culture 


What Garcia, ben Israel, and most other European scholars based their trac- 
ing of American Indian cultures on were trait list comparisons. They hunted 
through descriptions of Indian cultures, seeking practices, beliefs, and even 
linguistic elements that were reminiscent of those in some Old World group. 
Where similarities were found, it was thought that a source for the Ameri- 
can population had been identified. 

Certainly, there is some logic to cultural comparison. Within the con- 
text of American society, we recognize that immigrants and their descen- 
dants often maintain traditions from their homelands. Religious practices, 
holiday celebrations, craftwork, clothing, and even language may persist for 
generations. Jews speaking Yiddish, African Americans wearing dashikis, 
and Puerto Ricans living in the United States celebrating Three Kings’ Day 
are all examples of such cultural persistence. 

In these three examples and in the myriad others that could be pre- 
sented, the connections between the practices of immigrants and those of 
their homelands are clear, specific, and detailed. Each occurs within an over- 
all cultural context of many other persistent practices. 

The evidence marshalled by European scholars in previous centuries 
regarding the source of American Indian populations is very different. 
Often, the similarities they saw were vague, generic, and biased. For exam- 
ple. Garcia contended that both Jews and Indians were cowardly, that nei- 
ther believed in the miracles of Christ, that both were uncharitable, that they 
were ungrateful, that they loved silver, and so on (as cited in Steward 1973). 
These aspersions, which reflect more on Garcia’s attitudes than on either 
Native American or Jewish behavior, were taken as evidence of a connection 
between the two peoples. 

Archaeologist David L. Clarke (1978:424) has suggested that trait list 
comparisons can be used to trace population movements only when cer- 
tain requirements of the data are met. The traits must be specifically the 
same, not just vaguely similar. The traits being compared cannot be iso- 
lated behaviors. They must be part of entire complexes of traits, all of 
which are reflected in the supposed source and immigrant populations. 
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The traits must co-occur repeatedly, both physically and chronologically. 
The similarities must be so complete that the likelihood that they resulted 
from coincidentally parallel development or functional necessity would be 
minimal. 

For example, a simple trait like circumcision, practiced by Jews as 
well as the Inka, does not, by itself, necessarily prove anything. The 
cultural /religious context and meaning of the practice in the two groups 
turn out to be entirely different. It is such a general trait and so many peo- 
ple all over the world practice it that we would quickly run out of Lost 
Tribes if we tried to trace them to all world cultures that circumcised their 
male infants. 

Archaeologist John Rowe (1966) performed a wonderful exercise that 
shows the inadequacy of trait list comparisons. He compiled a list of sixty 
practices and artifacts held in common by ancient South American civiliza- 
tions and the kingdoms of Europe before the Middle Ages. Some of the com- 
mon traits include animal sacrifice, belief in mythically combined animals, 
sister marriage, cubical dice, copper tweezers, and eunuchs. Yet, there was 
no known contact between these cultures separated by thousands of miles 
of land and ocean. Rowe purposely selected traits extracted from their cul- 
tural contexts, practices dating from different time periods, and behaviors 
present in a few widely separated European groups and similarly few 
widely separated Native American groups. This is precisely the nature of 
the comparisons between Old and New World cultures made by the great 
majority of European thinkers in earlier centuries. 


Tracing People by Their Biology 


Another way that archaeologists and anthropologists can trace the move- 
ment of people is by the biological analysis of the people or their skeletal re- 
mains. The human species is polymorphic; we come in different colors, 
shapes, and sizes. There are variations in blood type, skeletal morphology, 
tooth shape, and so on. 

These variations are not randomly distributed across the earth, but are 
geographically patterned. Some of the differences are due to the forces of 
natural selection; some are random. Although European scholars did not 
have a detailed understanding of human biological variation, some did no- 
tice the physical similarities between American Indians and Asians. For ex- 
ample, when Galvão (1962) traced Indians to China as a result of their “small 
eies,” he almost certainly was referring to the presence of the epicanthic fold 
of skin on the eyelids of Asian peoples and American Indians, but absent in 
Europeans and Africans. 

We now have many procedures for analyzing skeletons, blood pro- 
teins, and DNA. These can all help us trace immigrant populations to their 
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biological/ geographical sources (see also the Current Perspectives section 
of this chapter). 


Tracing People by Their Materials 


It also is possible to trace the movement of people—or, at least the move- 
ment of their objects—-through physical science. In many cases the raw ma- 
terials people used to manufacture their stone, ceramic, or metal artifacts 
come from geographically limited and physically distinguishable sources. 
For example, in a technique called neutron activation analysis, trace amounts 
of impurities can be measured in stone, clay, or other raw materials. The pre- 
cise amounts of these trace elements (often measured in parts per million) 
provide a sort of signature for different sources of raw material. Such signa- 
tures can be used to connect an artifact to a raw material source. For exam- 
ple, obsidian (natural, volcanic glass that was highly prized the world over 
for making very sharp stone tools) from Turkey and Idaho may look virtu- 
ally identical but will have extremely different trace-element profiles. By 
using this technique, the movement of obsidian from its various sources has 
been traced in both the Old and New Worlds. 

If American Indians had been from a lost Israelite tribe or from Rome 
or Egypt, archaeologists would likely have found artifacts brought by such 
peoples from their homelands and made from raw materials traceable to 
their Old World sources. That such a find has never been made is a strong 
argument against such a scenario. 


- Out of Asia 


Ultimately, Acosta’s reasoning in The Natural and Moral History of the Indies 
was so sound that it could not be ignored. Rather than relying on scattershot 
cultural comparisons or unverifiable transoceanic crossings, his theory was 
constructed on a solid geographical foundation. Slowly, as geographical 
knowledge of the northern Pacific grew, it gained acceptance. 

By the middle of the eighteenth century, geography clearly argued for 
a northeast Asian source for New World aborigines. Added to the physical 
similarities between Asians and Native Americans, it became clear to many 
eighteenth-centurv scholars that the indigenous people of the New World 
were, in fact, descendants of Asians—just as the Spanish cleric Acosta had 
argued in the sixteenth century. 

By 1794 Father Ignaz Pfefferkorn could say in reference to the narrow 
slip of water separating Asia from America, “It is almost certain that the first 
inhabitants of America really came by way of the strait” (as cited in Ives 
1956:421). The people whom Columbus encountered had been Asians after 
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all—but separated by thousands of miles and thousands of years from the 
people of Cathay and Cipangu. 


An “American Genesis”? 


The notion that American Indians came to the New World from Asia can be 
traced as far back as Acosta, who wrote nearly four hundred years ago. 
Though archaeologists still argue about the timing of this migration, they 
virtually all agree that American Indians are Asians who came to the New 
World via the area today known as the Bering Straits. This narrow and shal- 
low part of the Bering Sea is today a minor impediment to human move- 
ment between the Asian and North American mainlands. In the past, during 
the geological epoch known as the Pleistocene (Ice Age), travel between the 
two continents was even easier. During this epoch, marked by episodes of 
worldwide climate much colder than those that occur at present, large bod- 
ies of ice called glaciers covered much of the surface of North America and 
Europe. This ice came from water that had evaporated from the world’s 
oceans. As a result, worldwide sea level dropped as much as 125 meters (410 
feet), exposing large amounts of land previously and presently under water 
(Josenhans et al. 1997). A 1,500-kilometer-wide (almost 1,000-mile) land plat- 
form called Beringia or the Bering Land Bridge was exposed, connecting Asia 
and North America (see Figure 5.4). Recent analysis of submarine sediments 
suggests a late glacial maximum sometime between 22,000 and 19,000 years 
ago (Yokoyama et al. 2000). Sea level was at a low point for a period of a few 
hundred years sometime during this time span, and Beringia would have 
been at its most extensive. This same evidence indicates a general warming 
accompanied by sea level rise in the period immediately following 19,000 
years ago. So, sometime between 22,000 and 19,000 years ago, as well as dur- 
ing subsequent glacial readvances between 19,000 and 10,000 years ago, the 
Old and the New Worlds were connected, and it would have been possible 
for people and animals to walk from one to the other. It should also be 
pointed out that when Beringia was exposed, there would have been one 
continuous coast arcing across from Asia to America. A maritime people liv- 
ing on the northeast Asian coast could have expanded east following the 
Beringian coast into Alaska and then south into the rest of the New World. 
Whether by land, through the interior of Beringia, or by sea, along its coast, 
the movement of people into the New World via the land bridge is well 
supported by geological, meteorological, biological, anthropological, and 
archaeological evidence (Hopkins et al. 1982; Meltzer 1989, 1993a, 1993b; 
West 1981). 

Unfortunately, this well-supported theory has become controversial 
again, but for reasons that have little to do with science. Some Native Amer- 
icans object strenuously to the Land Bridge scenario because, as one told me 
directly, “It makes us immigrants, no different from you and your ances- 
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tors.” Maybe that is the case, but the most conservative scientific view places 
Native Americans in the New World more than 12,000 years ago—“immi- 
grants” they may be, but certainly not latecomers! Besides, the same can be 
said for Europeans. Humanity evolved in Africa, and the first modern 
human beings in Europe came from Africa (see Chapter 4). Europeans, 
Asians, native Australians, as well as native North and South Americans— 
all are, ultimately, transplanted Africans. 

Indian activist, author, and historian Vine Deloria, Jr. (1995) has made 
this issue the core of his book Red Earth, White Lies. His argument is that the 
Bering Land Bridge model cannot be proven (despite all the evidence; see 
the Current Perspectives section of this chapter). Besides, Indian religion 
maintains that native people in the New World have always been here; they 
were created here and did not come from anywhere else. 

There is, however, a problem with this perspective. The federal gov- 
ernment of the United States officially recognizes more than 550 Indian 
tribes and native Hawaiian. groups. There are many more tribal groups in 
Canada and hundreds more in South America. These are distinct groups of 
people with separate histories; different languages, cultural practices, and 
religious perspectives; and, most important here, different stories of their 
own origins. 

Deloria maintains that Indian religion and not science is correct in the 
determination of an origin for the native people of the New World. But 
which one of the hundreds upon hundreds of very different—in fact, often 
mutually exclusive—Native American creation stories is Deloria talking 
about? They can’t all be right at the same time. Deloria’s take on this puzzle 
is interesting: 


Tribal elders did not worry if their version of creation was entirely dif- 
ferent from the scenario held by a neighboring tribe. People believed 
that each tribe had its own special relationship to the superior spiritual 
forces which governed the universe. (Deloria 1995:51-52) 


This may very well be true concerning people’s beliefs, but it leaves us with 
Deloria’s apparent belief that each tribal or traditional culture’s reality about 
origins is different, yet each is correct. Clearly this is not a scientific approach 
to the question; it sounds a lot more like the deconstructionist views men- 
tioned in Chapter 2 (see Whittaker [1997] for a scathing review of Red Earth, 
White Lies and Feder [1997] for a more general discussion of the conflict be- 
tween myth and science on the issue of Native American origins). 

Jeffrey Goodman (1981) also claims that Native Americans did not 
come from Asia, ostensibly on the basis of logic and archaeological evi- 
dence. In his book American Genesis, Goodman (1981) wrote that American 
Indians had not come from Asia by way of the Bering Land Bridge but that 
Asians and, ultimately, everyone else in the world had originated in North 
America—in California, to be precise, which Goodman suggests was the 
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location of the Garden of Eden (p. 4). Goodman asserts that modern human 
beings first appeared in California as much as 500,000 years ago, predating 
the earliest known modern-looking skeletal remains in the Old World by 
about 400,000 years. According to him, these first people spread out from 
California, populating the rest of the world (see Feder [1983] for a detailed 
critique). 

Although in American Genesis Goodman states that all people are de- 
rived from American Indians, he never suggests where the Indians came 
from. After all, more conservative anthropologists provide evidence of pre- 
vious forms of humanity and evolutionary processes in their discussion of 
human origins. Because the earliest and most primitive of our prehistoric 
forebears are found in Africa, that continent is proposed as the source of our 
species (see the Current Perspectives section of Chapter 4). 

It is no wonder Goodman did not address this issue in American Gene- 
sis, though he does pose the question, “Was modern man’s world debut the 
result of slow development or the result of a quantum leap inspired from 
some outside source?” (1981:91). He does not answer that question in Ameri- 
can Genesis, but he does in an earlier book (Goodman 1977) that we will look 
at more closely in Chapter 10. There, discussing the inhabitants of an Ari- 
zona site that Goodman uses in American Genesis as key evidence that mod- 
ern humanity originated in the New World some 500,000 years ago, 
Goodman passes on the information that the Arizona people came from the 
Lost Continent of Atlantis and its Pacific counterpart, Mu (1977:88). This hy- 
pothesis was at its peak in popularity in the sixteenth century. As I show in 
Chapter 8, Atlantis never existed; it was as much of a fantasy as Goodman's 
argument of an American genesis. 


Current Perspectives: 
The Peopling of the Americas 


Biological Anthropology 


Sixteenth-century explorers like Verrazano and Galvao recognized the phys- 
ical similarities between Asians and Native Americans, and these similari- 
ties were used to hypothesize an Asian source for the indigenous human 
population of the New World. Today, biological anthropologists can test 
and verify this hypothesis through application of sophisticated analytical 
procedures. 

For example, physical anthropologist Christy Turner examined some 
200,000 teeth from the New World (Turner 1987) and found that American 
Indian teeth are most similar to the teeth of Asian people. Among American 
Indians, a particular form of incisor—so-called shovel-shaped—is found in 
between 65 and 100 percent of Indian populations in different parts of North 
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and South America. The frequency of shovel-shaping in Africans and Euro- 
peans has been measured at less than 20 percent. In eastern Asia, 65 to 
90 percent of the people exhibit the trait. 

Examination of other dental traits, including the number of cusps and 
roots on molar teeth, also shows the similarity of the teeth of Asians and Na- 
tive Americans. Other features of the skeleton exhibit the same pattern; thus, 
archaeologists can be fairly certain that the skeletons excavated from prehis- 
toric sites in the Americas are those of Indians and that Indians are derived 
from Asia on the basis of their possession of the Mongoloid or sinodont pat- 
tern (Turner 1987:6). 

Recent comparisons of the DNA of modern Asians with that of mum- 
mies and bones of ancient Native Americans, as well as with modern Indi- 
ans themselves, further cement the biological connections between native 
people on either side of the Bering Straits (Gibbons 1993, 1996; Stone and 
Stoneking 1993; Wallace, Garrison, and Knowler 1985). These scientists fo- 
cused on a special kind of DNA—-called mitochondrial DNA or mtDNA— 
found not in the nuclei but in the mitochondria (the energy factories) of cells. 
Modern techniques of DNA retrieval and analysis——like those used to com- 
pare Neandertals to modern human beings (see Chapter 4)—-have deter- 
mined that in a large sample of Native Americans (both living and deceased) 
there are four distinctly different mtDNA variants, called haplogroups, all of 
which are also found in Asia but not in Europe or Africa. In a recent study of 
2,198 men, geneticist Mike Hammer found the greatest degree of genetic 
similarity between Native Americans and Asians from southern Siberia in 
the region of Lake Baikal (Culotta 1999). This genetic evidence shows fairly 
conclusively that the native people of the New World originated in Asia, just 
as Acosta hypothesized in 1590. 


Archaeology 


There no longer is any doubt about the geographical and biological source 
of the Native American population. There also is very little disagreement 
that the first Americans arrived at least 12,000 years ago. In fact, there are lit- 
erally hundreds of archaeological sites in Canada and the United States that 
date to the period following about 11,700 years ago and before about 11,000 
years ago. These sites are characterized by a common stone spearpoint style 
called Clovis. Clovis points generally are finely made weapons sharing a 
unique feature: Both faces of the point exhibit channels where thin flakes 
traveling about one-third of the way up the point from the base were re- 
moved, apparently to aid in hafting the point onto a wooden shaft. These 
so-called fluted points (for their channels, which look somewhat like the 
“flute” on a fluted column) are not found in the Old World and are not found 
much after 10,000 years ago (Anderson 1990; Bonnichsen and Turnmire 1991; 
Meltzer 1993a, 1993b). There is, however, some lingering debate about 
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precisely how long before 12,000 years ago the migration from Asia took 
place (Meltzer 1989, 1993a, 1993b). 

Most archaeologists today agree that people were in South America by 
about 12,500 years ago at a place called Monte Verde, in Chile (Dillehay 1989, 
1997; Dillehay and Collins 1988). The major cultural level at that site has 
produced spearpoints and a number of other stone tools. Organic preserva- 
tion at the site is remarkable, with pieces of mastodon meat, wooden hut 
foundations, and plant remains recovered in the excavation. Nine of the car- 
bon 14 dates for the main occupation date to more than 11,800 years ago, 
some of the dates indicate the site is as much as 13,500 years old. 

Another very old New World site is the Meadowcroft Rockshelter in 
western Pennsylvania. At the base of the cave, the excavators recovered ma- 
terial that has produced arguably the oldest radiocarbon dates associated 
with human-made material in eastern North America (Adovasio, Donahue, 
and Stuckenrath 1990). Sealed beneath a rockfall from the roof of the shelter 
dated to 12,000 years ago were some four hundred lithic artifacts, including 
blades, knives with retouched edges, and an unfluted, bifacial projectile 
point (Figure 5.5). Six dates in excess of 12,800 years ago were derived from 
material at or below this level. 

The search for the first American has grown tremendously exciting re- 
cently with the discovery and excavation of two sites in the American South- 
east that might be more than 12,000 years old: Topper in South Carolina and 
Cactus Hill in Virginia. At Topper, sharp stone flakes that appear to have 
been cutting tools were found by archaeologist Albert Goodyear (1999) and 
his team in a soil layer below Clovis artifacts. The layer immediately be- 
neath the artifacts has been dated to about 20,000 years ago, so the tools may 
be close to that old. A date from the actual layer in which the tools were 
found will be needed to corroborate an age greater than 12,000 years ago for 
the site. At Cactus Hill, stone projectile points were found in an undisturbed 
soil layer 15 centimeters (nearly 6 inches) below a stratum in which Clovis- 
type artifacts were found. This implies strongly that the points in question 
are older than Clovis. Even more exciting, the pre-Clovis layer has been 
radiocarbon-dated to 18,000 years ago (Stokstad 2000), though some ques- 
tion whether the date was derived from older charcoal that had mixed with 
a younger archaeological deposit. The Cactus Hill tools are similar to some 
of the artifacts found at Meadowcroft, so it is possible that these sites reflect 
a small human population in North America that dates to sometime between 
13,000 and as much as 20,000 years ago. 

Not all archaeologists are convinced that there was a human occupa- 
tion of the New World before the Clovis people. Objections have been raised 
concerning the dating of many of the ostensible pre-Clovis sites, and it has 
been suggested that some are not sites at all, but natural deposits (Fiedel 
1999). This uncertainty merely reflects the way science works. We must 
apply a skeptical approach, demand high levels of proof, but be ready to re- 
vise our hypotheses if and when our challenges have been met, our objec- 
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Figure 5.5 The projectile point at the far left was recovered at Meadowcroft Rock- 
shelter in western Pennsylvania. The other artifacts here are quite similar in 
appearance and were also found in western Pennsylvania, at other sites. (Courtesy 
James Adovasio) 


tions responded to, our questions answered, and our skepticism soothed. 
That has not happened yet in the case of the pre-Clovis occupation of Amer- 
ica, but archaeologists are continuing to collect and analyze data that one 
day should allow us to come to a definitive conclusion (Nemecek 2000). Pa- 
tience and skepticism are virtues in science. 

With the carbon dates for Monte Verde, Meadowcroft, Cactus Hill, and 
Topper, it is obvious that the first human occupation of the New World must 
be pushed back further still. After all, Chile, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and 
South Carolina are thousands of kilometers away from the Bering Land 
Bridge entry point to the New World in western Alaska. Archaeologist 
David Meltzer (1997) has suggested that to allow people entering the New 
World from the Bering Land Bridge enough time to arrive at a site as far 
south as Monte Verde by 12,500 years ago through normal processes of mi- 
gration and population expansion, they probably first entered the New 
World by about 20,000 years ago. 

If this scenario is correct, a trail of successively older sites should exist 
leading from Chile, western Pennsylvania, and the American Southeast back 
to the land bridge. Virtually all researchers would agree that such a trail—at 
least an unbroken trail—has yet to be discovered. There are candidates for 
some older sites leading back to Asia. For example, Bluefish Caves in west- 
ern Canada has produced artifacts in a level that has been dated to between 
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15,000 and 12,000 years ago (Cinq-Mars 1978). A number of sites in central 
Alaska labeled as the Nenana Culture may be about 12,800 years old 
(Powers and Hoffecker 1989). Work continues, looking for additional such 
links in a chain connecting Monte Verde, Meadowcroft, and other possible 
early sites back to the land bridge. 

Though it must be admitted that debate regarding the age of the earli- 
est occupation of the New World has sometimes been acrimonious, at least 
those on either side, and those in between, adhere to the scientific method. 
There are no appeals to divine inspiration and no references to nonexistent 
lost continents. All the players in the game agree that the search for the first 
Americans is a worthwhile endeavor. And all abide by the rules of science. 








> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. Were there multiple migrations to the New World across the Bering Land 
Bridge? 

It was long thought, based on genetic and linguistic evidence, that 
there were three separate migrations of Asians across the land bridge: an 
early migration of the ancestors of most American Indians, a later migration 
of Eskimo-Aleuts, and an additional migration of the ancestors of Indians 
who now live on the northwest coast of North America. Many still believe 
this, but recent genetic data have led some to suggest that modern Native 
Americans are genetically so similar that they all may have descended from 
a single group of transplanted Asians (Gibbons 1996). 


2. If there were one or only a very few migrations to the New World—all from the 
same place—how could there be so many different and diverse cultures in the 
Americas by the time Columbus arrived in 1492? 


The great behavioral variation seen among the native people of the 
Americas is the result of cultural evolution over a period of as much as 
20,000 years. As the population of the ancient immigrants grew and as they 
spread into new habitats, their survival required the development of new 
strategies. These strategies were as varied and diverse as the environments 
into which they moved. Add in the element of an enormous amount of time 
(20,000 years is a thousand human generations), and the result is the spec- 
tacular diversity seen in the native cultures of the New World. 





> BEST OF THE WEB < 





http://www.anthro.org/paleo98.htm 


Web site with latest information about the potentially pre-Clovis Topper site 
in South Carolina. 
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http://www.discoveringarchaeology.com/0699toc/6special-mv1 .shtml 


Though the controversy concerning the pre-Clovis site of Monte Verde is 
complex, you can see how a number of archaeologists—skeptics and sup- 
porters—weigh in on the site’s age and significance. 


hitp://www.peak.org/csfa/mt15-1 .html 


Online articles from Mammoth Trumpet, the journal published by the Center 
for the Study of the First Americans. Lots of information about the archaeol- 
ogy of the oldest archaeological sites in the New World. 


http://www.nps.gov/bela/htmi/history.htm 


Site produced and maintained by the U.S. National Park Service devoted to 
the Bering Land Bridge National Preserve. Obviously, most of Beringia is 
underwater (for the time being, anyway), but this site briefly summarizes 
the ecology of the region when it was a broad land bridge. 


http://www.anthro.fsu.edu/special/paleo/paleoind. html 


Description and map. of the distribution of more than 11,000 Paleo-Indian 
fluted projectile points in the United States. Exhibits and discusses the inter- 
esting if poorly understood concentration of the points in eastern North 
America. 





————_——> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISE < 


Using the deductive approach outlined in Chapter 2, how would you test 
these hypotheses? In each case, what archaeological and biological data must 
you find to conclude that the hypothetical statement is an accurate assertion, 
that it describes what actually happened in the ancient human past? 


e The first discoverers of America were Asians who crossed over 
from the Old World via a land connection. 

e The first Americans were big game hunters who entered the New 
World by following migratory herds of animals. 

e The original settlers of America were a diverse group not limited 
to northeast Asians, but also included Africans, Australians, and 
Europeans. 


OOOOSOOO® h S$OOOSOOS 


After the Indians, 
Before Columbus? 


While preparing for the 500th anniversary of the first voyage of Christopher 
Columbus to America in 1492, a group of Latin American representatives to 
the United Nations proposed a resolution to officially honor the great ex- 
plorer for his achievement of discovering a new world and changing the 
course of history. 

It was a simple, symbolic gesture in a body that had more concrete con- 
cerns. Nevertheless, it caused quite a stir. Initially, Ireland’s ambassador ob- 
jected, claiming that a sixth-century Irish monk discovered America first. 
The representative from Iceland chimed in, asserting that the Viking Leif 
Eiriksson had sailed to the New World 500 years before Columbus. Next, 
African delegates asserted that prehistoric African navigators had also tra- 
versed the Atlantic, discovering the Americas long before Columbus. 
Though part of the debate was largely tongue-in-cheek, it can be said that as 
recently as the 1980s, even in the United Nations, and even in terms of a 
purely symbolic gesture, controversy erupts when the question is posed: 
Who discovered America?—after the Indians, of course. 

The list of proposed pre-Columbian explorers of the New World is 
long, and there is no reason to presume that such voyages of exploration 
were impossible. Some writers have gone so far as to suggest that many Eu- 
ropean, Asian, and African groups regularly visited the Americas, settled 
here, and had commerce with the Indians long before Columbus (Gladwin 
1947; Gordon 1974). The burden of proof, however, must be on those who 
support such hypotheses. 

Many of the claims of discovery and settlement of America are based, 
ultimately, on interpretations of legends. Legends can be interesting starting 
points and certainly may inspire hypotheses concerning ancient voyages to 
the New World. Legends alone, however are unsatisfying. The archaeologi- 
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cal record, with its foundation in physical evidence, must be the ultimate ar- 
biter of debates concerning who “discovered” the Americas after the Indians 
and before Columbus. 


The Archaeological Record 


Why is physical evidence the key? Consider this: In the summer of 2000, a 
small, but intrepid group of archaeologists and archaeology students en- 
tered the McLean Game Refuge, a 3,500-acre jewel of unspoiled woodland 
in north-central Connecticut. Our objective that field season was to excavate 
a tiny archaeological site—officially named the Paine site for the refuge care- 
taker, Steve Paine—that we had discovered during the process of archaeo- 
logical site survey in 1995. 

The Paine site is of a variety rarely the focus of intensive archaeologi- 
cal research. It is small; artifacts were found across an area no more than 
about 50 square meters (538 square feet) in extent. The living room in my 
average-sized house covers just a little less than that. We found no great ar- 
chaeological treasures at the Paine site, just the common debris of a small 
group of people who stopped at this spot for a short period of time more 
than one thousand years ago. The entire archaeological assemblage con- 
sisted of a handful of spent stone tools, a few hundred tiny flakes of stone 
struck off of other stone tools to sharpen their edges, a couple hundred frag- 
ments of what is almost certainly a single, broken clay pot, a combined total 
of about 100 grams (3.5 ounces) of charcoal, and about a half-dozen frag- 
ments of burned bone. 

A handful of people, doing little more than overnighting, sharpening 
their tools, having a campfire, eating—and breaking a pot: This is what we 
know happened at the Paine site. Yet even this small, ephemeral camp has 
left an indelible mark on the archaeological landscape. Archaeologists 
should expect no less from the places where larger numbers of foreigners 
who brought their “alien” technologies with them are supposed to have ex- 
plored and even colonized long before Columbus, long before the Norse. 


Artifact Trails: Evidence of Sixteenth-Century 
Visitors to the New World 


Comedian George Carlin performs a hilarious routine about human beings 
and their possessions. An archaeologist might characterize the bit as being 
focused on human “material culture,” but for Carlin, it’s all about your 
“stuff” (Carlin 1997). People everywhere have stuff—the things you own, 
use, carry with you, and so on. In fact, Carlin maintains, a house is just a 
place for your stuff. 
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Carlin talks about what happens when you leave on vacation. Of 
course, you take some of your stuff—a second, smaller version—along with 
you. We do it today, and people in the past did it as well. And, as archaeolo- 
gists can show, people invariably leave some of that stuff behind: it gets lost, 
stolen, used up, and discarded. This “left-behind stuff” constitutes archaeo- 
logical evidence for the presence of these people in those places. 

There is an important rule that resides at the core of archaeology: 
Everybody’s stuff is different, unique, distinguishing, and diagnostic. In 
other words, the material remains produced by each culture are recogniz- 
able and, at the same time, recognizably different from the material remains 
produced by every other culture. Different cultures have different ways of 
doing things. They use different raw materials and use the same raw materi- 
als differently. They make different styles of tools and different kinds of pot- 
tery; they use different construction materials and use the same construction 
materials differently to produce very different kinds of structures. They have 
different rules concerning burial of the dead or even disposal of their trash. 
As a result, archaeological sites, because they constitute the physical remains 
of these unique, culture-specific practices, uniquely reflect the cultures of 
the particular people who produced them. 

In a sense, then, archaeological sites are like fossils. The sites produced 
by different cultures are distinguishable much in the way that the fossils of 
different animal species are. When members of a foreign group enter into a 
new territory, they bring elements of their material culture with them. The 
sudden, intrusive appearance of their own unique brand of “stuff” is pre- 
cisely the way archaeologists detect the presence of such intruders in the 
territories of other people. This holds true for all of the people we know 
came to the New World, including Columbus. 

Suppose we had no definitive written evidence that Columbus had ac- 
tually made it to the Western Hemisphere. Imagine that we did not have 
Columbus's log with its detailed accounting of his voyage. Could we still 
prove that he made it to the New World, or would skeptical archaeologists 
characterize the Columbus voyages as nothing more than legends? 

In fact, the archaeological evidence for Columbus's journey to and ex- 
ploration and settlement of the New World is extensive. Archaeologist 
Charles Hoffman has recovered an enormous assemblage of European arti- 
facts at Long Bay on Watling Island that date to Columbus's first expedition 
(Hoffman 1987). Archaeologist Kathleen Deagan’s work has focused on La 
Navidad on Haiti, a colony established by Columbus on his second expedi- 
tion and on La Isabela, a settlement he founded sometime later. At La 
Isabela, there is an abundance of early-sixteenth-century European stuff, un- 
like any of the aboriginal stuff traceable to the native people of the 
Caribbean: pieces of chain-mail armor, pieces of metal swords, and cannons, 
along with an enormous quantity of glazed pottery (the natives made only 
unglazed wares), including readily recognized Spanish majolica. Even with- 
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mh eyka documentary evidens, ardini Would ously tecognine 
the prence of Vusropean foreigners in the Caribbean in the late fifteenth 
ash carly wistecnsth Contry. 

What evidence: do we have for the exploration and even werent of 
the Wew Word by Vuropeann, Africans, and Asians vormctisg after the 
movement A pople actus the Bering Land Bridge Gae Chapter 5) but bhe- 
fore the voyages of Christopher Columbus? We know that exploration and 
uAilernstt Of the New Ward by thew groups took place after Colurmbuy, Ey- 
amining the aschacosoys al evidence available fur theme well-establiched, 
port alumbus movements of people into and through the Americas can 
serve as itis for what the archaeological record must provide to support 
an YA unproven diarear” and journeys of exploration before Columbus, 


Martin Frobisher and Francisco Vasquez de Coronado 


Sinteanith-contury forays into the New World show this trail of culturally 
unique, physical evidence quite dearly, kor exaraple, Martin Frobisher, an 
Pnylich navigator, wiled to the New World in 4.59. 1576, 1577, and 1376 
(Fitzhugh and Nin 1999). waking the elusive “northwest pawage” past the 
Americo w Aia, Frobisher sailed from England along a northerly route, 
reaching, Labrador and Balfin island in northern Canada. Finding no pas- 
wayenay to the wast, Frobisher attempted to salvage the expedition by 
prospecting, tor gold. He found none, but in the process he and his men left 
phy vical traces of theirs expedition in the form of readily identifiable, late- 
trtecath-cantury bngsigh artifacts and features, particularly on Kodlunam 
Island (Fitznugh 1993). Whee sesinants indude raw and partially proceed 
jon “Dloarms” (produced 26 a step in the process of melting iron), an iron 
nail, fragsnents of broken ceramic crucibles, bricks, ceramic roof tiles, and 
the remains of several structures built by the explorers. The artifacts are 
identifiable as belonging to the English “Elizabethan” age (when Queen Kiz- 
goeth Í reigned —1932-1003) and represent definitive, physical evidence of 
an English prew in northeastan Canada in the 1370s. Had there been no 
historical record of Frobisher’s voyage to the New World, we still would 
have known from the archaeological record on Kodlunarn island that peo- 
ple bearing typical western European artifacts were in northeastern Canada 
in the law sixteenth costury. 

At the other corner of the continent, Francisco Vasquez de Coronado 
and his band of about three hundred Spanish suldiers spent two years tray- 
ding through the American Southwest between 1340 and 1342. Sixteenth- 
century Spanish artifacts including horse harnes«s, metal buckles, and nails 
have been found a)) along the 4,90 mile route they traversed. In a spectacu- 
lar find, archaeologist Don Blakeslee discovered a trove of metal crossbow 
ariow-tips in west Texas at 2 site located on Coronado’s route (as cited in 
Hoversten 1995). Local natives did not use harnesses, metal buckles, iron 
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nails, or crossbows, but Spaniards in 1540 did. This physical evidence means 
that either Coronado and his men visited the sites where these artifacts were 
found or the inhabitants traded for these objects with people who had been 
Visited. | 


The Spanish Entrada into the American Southeast 


Perhaps the best-known sixteenth-century investigation of North America 
by Europeans was that of Hernando de Soto in A.D. 1538. His contingent of 
more than six hundred men made landfall on May 30 of that year on the 
west coast of Florida south of Tampa Bay. During the course of the next four 
years, members of this expedition passed through most of the southeastern 
United States, crossing more than 3,500 miles of territory. About half of the 
crew, including the captain, de Soto, died, with 311 arriving in New Spain 
(Mexico) in 1543 (de la Vega 1605; Swanton 1939). 

The archaeological evidence found to date in the American Southeast 
presents us with a virtual trail of the de Soto expedition (Feder 1994b). In ar- 
chaeological sites, the discovery of Nueva Cadiz beads, brass bells, silver 
and gold disks, assorted iron objects (scissors, swords), and even dated coins 
shows the clear imprint of a Spanish presence in the Southeast in the early 
sixteenth century (Feder 1994b). For example, Nueva Cadiz beads have been 
found at the Little Egypt site in northwestern Georgia, a village probably 
visited by de Soto, as well as at the Martin site in Florida, identified as the 
Anhaica village of the Apalachee people, also visited by de Soto (Ewen 
1989). Wrought-iron nails, chain-mail links, a crossbow dart, and five Span- 
ish coins that date to an earlier Spanish expedition were also found at the 
Martin site (Ewen 1989). 

The Parkin site in Arkansas was a native village site occupied at the 
time of de Soto (Mitchem n.d.). Archaeologists have recovered two brass 
bells, a glass bead, a bronze coin, and some musket balls at the site (Taylor 
2000). The physical layout and geographic location of the site match the de- 
scription of what de Soto called the Casqui province. Archaeologist Jeff 
Mitchem believes it is possible that the piece of a large wooden post found 
at the site in the 1966 excavations may even be the remnants of the cross 
de Soto erected during his visit in 1541 (Taylor 2000). Radiocarbon dating of 
the wood indicates a general match for that time: tree-ring analysis will be 
used to verify the actual date. 

Compare the maps of the archaeological find spots of these artifacts 
and the actual route de Soto and his men followed (Figure 6.1). The message 
can be no clearer and the lesson for us no more obvious: Foreign visitors 
bring with them a recognizable, foreign material culture. Their unique and 
alien material culture represents, in fact, a signature of their presence, and 
similar evidence should be found in any other case where such a presence is 
to be verified. | 
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Figure 6.1 Map showing the historically documented route of the de Soto expedition 
through the American Southeast and locations where archaeological evidence of his, 
as well as previous and subsequent, Spanish expeditions has been found. 


The beads, bells, swords, and coins attributable to the sixteenth-cen- 
tury de Soto entrada in the American Southeast, as well as the crossbow tips 
and harnesses of Coronado in the Southwest and the iron tools left behind 
by Frobisher in northeastern Canada, show us the kind of physical evidence 
we should expect—and the kind of evidence we must, in fact, demand—if 
other explorers, other entradas, are to be accepted. 

Let’s now see how well the claims of pre-Columbus explorers stack up 
with the evidence for the post-Columbus expeditions of Frobisher, Coro- 
nado, and de Soto. 


St. Brendan and His Ox-Hide Boat 


St. Brendan was an Irish priest who lived during the late fifth and early sixth 
centuries A.D. According to legend, Brendan was supposed to have em- 
barked on a seven-year trip westward into the Atlantic Ocean. Three 
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centuries later, his adventures were recorded in a work called the Navigatio 
(Ashe 1971). 

According to that work, Brendan, encountered various animals, peo- 
ple, places, and phenomena in his voyages: sea-cats, pygmies, giant sheep, 
talking birds, sea-monsters, floating columns of crystal, curdled sea, smok- 
ing mountains, and a place called the “Land Promised to the Saints.” Some 
of the descriptions, though fanciful, may reflect actual events, phenomena, 
and places (Figure 6.2). 

The details of the crystal columns provided in the Navigatio, for exam- 
ple, indicate that they were icebergs. The smoking mountains likely were 
volcanoes. Some of the more mundane parts of the Navigatio seem to de- 
scribe actual islands in the northern Atlantic; a few of these islands can be 
identified with a degree of confidence simply by reference to the descrip- 
tions provided in the Navigatio (Ashe 1971:34-38). 

Based on documentary and archaeological evidence, it is clear that 
wandering Irish monks called anchorites had indeed accomplished some 
rather remarkable feats of navigation in the sixth through eighth centuries 
A.D. (see Figure 6.2). Searching for places of quiet solitude where they could 
worship God, they settled the Orkney Islands in A.D. 579, the Shetlands in 
620, and the Faeroes in 670 (Ashe 1971:24). They even beat the Vikings to 
Iceland, settling it in A.D. 795; the Viking sagas to be discussed later in this 
chapter mention the presence of these monks upon the arrival of the Norse. 

Much is uncertain, however, about Brendan and his itinerary. He prob- 
ably was an actual person, and he likely was a proficient sailor. But it is not 
clear how much of the Navigatio story was of a real voyage by Brendan, how 
much was an amalgam of numerous other voyages by other priests, how 
much was hyperbole, and how much was purely fantasy. 

It is Ashe’s well-reasoned opinion that much of the Navigatio was fac- 
tual, whether it related to a specific voyage of a specific monk or not. The 
descriptions of various islands and natural features, though clearly viewed 
through the prism of a sixth-century perspective of the world, are often rea- 
sonable and recognizable. 

However, as Ashe points out, when the so-called Land Promised to the 
Saints, identified by some as America, is described in the Navigatio, the liter- 
ary style and content change considerably. The description is far more vague 
than for other places mentioned and sounds fantastic in the literal sense of 
that word. Adventurer Tim Severin (1977) even attempted to replicate Bren- 
dan’s hypothesized voyage to the new World by sailing across the Atlantic 
in a replica of a curragh, the name given to the hide boats of the Irish. But 
replicative experiments of historical events merely show what may have 
been possible; they cannot prove that such events actually did take place. 
The only way to prove that Brendan made it to the shores of North America 
would be to find physical, archaeological evidence of a sixth-century Irish 
presence here—to find some of their stuff, like crosses, iron rings, or 
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Figure 6.2 Map depicting the actual routes of exploration of Irish priests and 
proposed routes of Brendan in the sixth century A.D. 


buttons—and no such confirmation has ever been found. Without such evi- 
dence, the story of Brendan remains simply an interesting legend. 


Fusang: The Chinese Discovery of America? 


In 1973 a vessel dredging off the coast of California brought up a sizable 
rock, carved into the shape of a doughnut. In 1975, twenty or so similar 
stones were found by divers off the Palos Verdes peninsula in southern Cali- 
fornia. These discoveries generated a great deal of publicity at the time. 
Some suggested that the stones were identical to anchor stones used on Chi- 
nese sailing vessels as far back as A.D. 500. Reference was made to the Chi- 
nese legend of the land of Fusang, supposedly visited by a Buddhist monk 
about 1,500 years ago. 

As Frost (1982) points out, Fusang was placed on the Asian coast by 
ancient Chinese mapmakers. Nevertheless, some have tried to identify Fu- 
sang as America, carefully selecting elements of the legend that seem to re- 
flect the biogeography of the California coast. Even some professional 
archaeologists suggested that the Palos Verdes anchor stones represented 
physical evidence of the ancient Chinese exploration of the western coast of 
North America—direct physical evidence like that seen in the examples pro- 
vided by the expeditions of Frobisher, Coronado, and de Soto. 
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The Palos Verdes stones were examined by the geology department at 
the University of California, Santa Barbara, in 1980. Remember our discus- 
sion in Chapter 5 concerning tracing the raw materials from which ancient 
artifacts were made. If the anchor stones could be shown to have been made 
from rock present only in China, the case for a Chinese presence in the New 
World before Columbus would be much stronger. Unfortunately for the sup- 
porters of this hypothesis, it was determined that the alleged Chinese an- 
chors were made of California rock (Frost 1982:26), most likely Monterey 
shale, a common local rock type. 

The stones looked like Chinese anchors, however, because that is pre- 
cisely what they were. Chinese American fishermen commonly trawled the 
waters of California in the nineteenth century. They sailed in their tradi- 
tional craft, the junk. Indeed, the Palos Verdes stones are almost certainly 
the anchors, moorings, and net weights of these fishermen. They provide no 
help to those who wish to prove that Fusang is, in reality, ancient California 
because the anchors clearly were made locally by historically recognized 
Chinese sailors. 


Prince Madoc and Welshmen in the New World 


In the mid-1960s the Daughters of the American Revolution erected a histor- 
ical marker on the shore of Mobile Bay in Alabama. It reads, in part: “In 
memory of Prince Madoc, a world explorer who landed on the shores of Mo- 
bile Bay in 1170 and left behind, with the Indians, the Welsh language.” 

Madoc himself appears to have been an actual historical personality 
who lived in the twelfth century A.D. He was a renowned or, more accu- 
rately, legendary sailor. In one of the stories about his exploits, he allegedly 
sailed westward from Wales in about A.D. 1170 and discovered a new land. 
Depending on which version of the story suits you, either he never returned, 
or he did come back, making several trips to this new land and bringing 
hundreds of Welsh settlers to the territory he had discovered. 

This legend of discovery and colonization grew in popularity as north- 
ern Europeans began to settle the American Southeast and Midwest. Inter- 
estingly, as Richard Deacon (1966)—who accepts the historicity of Madoc’s 
travels—admits, it was with the influx of Welsh emigrants to these very 
areas in North America that stories were propagated of blue-eyed, light- 
skinned, Welsh-speaking Indians. 

Unfortunately, many of the stories Deacon and other Madoc support- 
ers provide are secondhand and contradict each other. We can read breath- 
less accounts published in the eighteenth century of the Navajo, Cherokee, 
Aztec, or Mandan Indians being indistinguishable in culture, language, and 
skin tone from Welshmen. In many of these stories we see an underlying 


Africans in Ancient America? 115 


racist theme similar to what we will see in reference to the Meundbuilder 
myth in Chapter 7; where Indian villages are clean, where their houses are 
well made and streets neatly laid out, even where agriculture is the primary 
mode of subsistence, it is presumed that the Indians must really be Euro- 
peans. With a ready-made legend like that of the Welsh voyage(s), it was 
natural to associate those groups with Madoc and his band of travelers. 

There is, however, one variety of physical, archaeological evidence pre- 
sented by the Madoc supporters. These supposed confirming data consist 
of the ridgetop stone forts of Kentucky and Tennessee. In fact, Deacon 
(1966:202) attempts to trace Madoc’s route in America from Mobile Bay, 
up the Alabama River into Kentucky and Tennessee, by the distribution of 
these sites. 

Clearly the discovery of a single iron sword, a datable Welsh inscrip- 
tion, artifacts made from a raw material present in Wales, or the skeleton of 
a western European would have gone further in support of the Welsh hy- 
pothesis than would all the stories of Welsh-speaking, light-skinned Indi- 
ans. But archaeologist Charles Faulkner (1971) found no physical evidence 
supporting the Welsh hypothesis when he excavated one of the better 
known forts in central Tennessee. Instead, the fort, which is really little more 
than a hilltop enclosed with a stone wall, contained artifacts made by Amer- 
ican Indians, not Europeans. Included among the very few artifacts actually 
recovered were stone spearpoints and cutting and scraping tools. Carbon 
dates derived from charcoal found at the site and associated with its con- 
struction and use indicate that the stone fort was built and used sometime 
between A.D. 30 and 430. 

If Madoc, indeed, did sail across the Atlantic into the Gulf of Mexico, 
into Mobile Bay, up the Alabama River, and eventually into Tennessee, he 
might have seen the stone forts credited to him and today presented as ma- 
terial evidence for his visits in the twelfth century. The Indians had already 
beaten him to it, having built them as much as one thousand years before. 
Here again, there is no physical evidence—no support in the archaeological 
record---for a Welsh presence in America before Columbus. 


Africans in Ancient America? 


Although not the first to suggest it, a professor of anthropology, Ivan Van 
Sertima (1976), has been the most eloquent proponent of the notion that 
African peoples discovered and settled in the Americas long before the voy- 
ages of Christopher Columbus. 

In his book, They Came Before Columbus, Van Sertima supports his claim 
of an African presence in the pre-Columbian New World with various data. 
Among these are 
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1. References in Columbus’s writings to the presence of “black Indians” 
in the New World 


2. The presence of a metal (gua-nin):purported to be African in origin, 
reported by Columbus 


3. Pre-Columbian skeletons with “Negroid” characteristics 


4. Artistic representations of black Africans at sites in the New World 
that predate the voyages of Columbus 


While some of the kinds of evidence cited by Van Sertima are in line 
with the discussion in Chapter 5 concerning what is necessary to trace the 
prehistoric movement of people, the actual data presented fall far short of 
that needed for a convincing case. 

For instance, Columbus does not claim to have seen black-skinned In- 
dians; he merely passes along a story told to him by a group of Indians he 
did contact. Columbus also passed on the report of Indians with tails, so 
such evidence is highly suspect. 

The report of the metal called gua-nin is similarly unconvincing. We do 
not have the metal to examine, none has ever been found in archaeological 
excavations in the New World, and we certainly cannot rely on five- 
hundred-year-old assays of the metal that Van Sertima maintains indicate its 
African identity. 

As stated in Chapter 5, one way to trace the movement of prehistoric 
people focuses on skeletal analysis. Van Sertima cites analysis of a small 
number of skeletons found in the New World, particularly in Mesoamerica, 
that ostensibly have indicated the African origin of some individuals. Here 
again the evidence is quite weak, with either the African character of the 
skeletons being questionable or the dating of the bones uncertain. Europeans 
brought black slaves to the New World as early as the sixteenth century, and 
some of the skeletons found in the New World cited by Van Sertima, if actu- 
ally of African origin, would most likely be those of early, but post- 
Columbian, slaves. 

Van Sertima’s assertion that there is ample evidence of the presence of 
black Africans in the New World in the form of artistic representations of in- 
dividuals who look African is, perhaps, the weakest link in an already weak 
chain of reasoning. The weakness lies in the subjective nature of the asser- 
tion. For example, Van Sertima points to the physiognomies of the so-called 
Olmec heads of lowland Mesoamerica—huge pieces of basalt carved into 
human heads between 3,200 and 2,900 years ago by the bearers of what is 
almost certainly the first complex culture in Mesoamerica (Stuart 1993) (Fig- 
ure 6.3). Altogether, fewer than twenty of these carved heads have been 
found, they range from about 5 to 11 feet in height. 

Van Sertima asserts that they are clearly African in appearance, and in- 
deed they do possess full lips and broad noses. Van Sertima, however, ig- 
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Figure 6.3 An example of a giant carved stone head of the Olmec culture of 
Mesoamerica. These up to 20-ton carvings in hard volcanic rock are evidence of an 
advanced society in Mesoamerica three thousand years ago. For some, the facial 
features of the Olmec heads are evidence of an African origin for that advanced cul- 
ture. However, there is no evidence for an African presence in ancient Mesoamerica. 
(By Richard H. Stewart © 1947 National Geographic Society) 


fe 


nores the fact that many of the Olmec heads also have flat faces like Ameri- 
can Indians, not prognathic profiles Gutting-out lower faces) like Africans. 
He also chooses not to see what appear to be epicanthic folds on the eyelids 
of the statues-—as mentioned in Chapter 5, these are typical of Old World 
Asians and American Indians. It is also the case that American Indians ex- 
hibit a broad range of features and some, in fact, have full lips and broad 
noses—at the same time, they possess other, more typically Indian physical 
features (Sabloff 1989). Most archaeologists interpret the Olmec heads as 
stylized sculptures, perhaps representing the faces of their rulers or chiefs. 

Many other specific responses could be provided to refute particular 
claims made by Van Sertima. It is more important, however, to point out the 
deductive implications of his hypothesis and the lack of confirming evi- 
dence. If Africans truly were present in the New World in large numbers be- 
fore Columbus and if they had a substantial impact on indigenous cultures, 
there should be ample evidence in the archaeological record of artifacts, raw 
materials, and skeletons—the kinds of cultural and biological evidence that 
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archaeologists regularly find and analyze—to support this claim. We would 
find more than enigmatic statues and vague historical references. Archaeol- 
ogists should find clear evidence of material remains reflecting an African 
rather than an Indian pattern in housing, tool making, burial of the dead, 
ceremonies, and so on. Without such evidence, the claim of an African dis- 
covery and settlement of the New World remains unproven. 

Interestingly, a large part of They Came Before Columbus focuses not on 
evidence of an African discovery of the New World but on the capability of 
ancient African peoples to have accomplished this feat. Van Sertima argues 
correctly that the cultural achievements of indigenous, black African cul- 
tures have been ignored by Western scientists for too long. Of course, we 
should all acknowledge the accomplishments of the peoples of ancient as 
well as modern Africa and the great contributions their cultures have made 
to the world (Connah 1987). Nevertheless, as certain as it is that a number of 
ancient African cultures possessed the political complexity, navigational 
skills, technology, and material culture necessary to have explored the New 
World, this is not proof that they did so. 

What about the ancient Mesoamerican cultures themselves? Is there 
any indication that complex skills evidenced in the archaeological record— 
things like pyramid building, fine art, stone sculpting, or writing—appeared 
instantly and without any antecedents, as if introduced by outsiders like 
Van Sertima’s seafaring Africans? The answer is a definitive “no.” 

For example, small agricultural communities had been developing in 
the Gulf Coast lowlands of Mesoamerica since about 5,000 years ago. Ar- 
chaeological evidence shows that as time passed, these small, egalitarian, 
and independent farming villages slowly became interconnected communi- 
ties with stratified social systems led by great chiefs by about 3,250 years 
ago (Diehl 1989). This was an evolutionary process, resulting from internal 
patterns and processes at work for millennia. 

Population growth and unequal access to rich farmland, not the pres- 
ence of African explorers, provide an explanation for how this happened. 
The richest farmland was located along natural levees produced by rivers 
that flow through it. These rich lands attracted a relatively larger portion of 
the growing population in the tropical lowlands. Archaeologist Michael Coe 
(1968) has suggested that families that controlled these productive lands 
produced agricultural surpluses, allowing them to amass wealth and power. 
The powerful members of the evolving elite were able to mobilize large re- 
gional populations to produce monumental works to symbolize and legit- 
imize their status (Lowe 1989). 

Gulf Coast farming villages that were located on the best lands and 
that were located in proximity to important natural resources or near nat- 
ural routes of commerce became regionally significant as the residences of 
this developing upper class. Three villages in particular—San Lorenzo, Tres 
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Zapotes, and La Venta—(Grove 1996) became ceremonial centers where a 
group of art motifs and architectural patterns developed to symbolize the 
power of the elite class. These motifs and patterns are what we now use to 
define and identify “Olmec”: 


e Depictions of a half-human, half-jaguar god 
e The use of jade 

e Iron ore mirrors 

e Construction of large earthen platforms 


e Construction of earthen pyramids—the pyramid at La Venta is 
more than 32 meters (105 feet) high and contains more than 2 mil- 
lion cubic meters (75 million cubic feet) of earth 


e The carving of huge basalt boulders depicting Olmec rulers and 
weighing up to 18,000 kilograms (20 tons) each—the source of the 
basalt was more than 95 kilometers (60 miles) away from these 
Olmec centers 


The Olmec cultural system relied on the labor of tens of thousands of 
people living in farming villages in the area surrounding each ceremonial 
center to produce the fine art and monumental construction projects that 
characterize these sites (Adams 1991). 

Again, to assess the origin of things like the huge Olmec sculptures, 
we must focus not on subjective assertions about what or whom they may 
look like but on the cultural context of these artifacts within Olmec society. 
Artifacts like the basalt heads that Van Sertima cites as evidence of an 
African influence cannot be viewed in a vacuum. Surely such things de- 
manded a level of technical competence, but they also required a complex 
social/political/economic infrastructure. Labor had to be conscripted to 
quarry the stone, to transport it across many miles, and to carve it. Workers 
needed to be fed and housed, and their labor had to be organized and over- 
seen. It is highly unlikely that a small group of interlopers, even if they had 
been present, could possibly have so altered a society over a short period of 
time to produce all of the manifold cultural systems needed to create the 
stone heads—and the pyramids, jade carvings, earthen platforms, and so 
on. Of necessity, the sculpted heads could have been produced only as one 
part of a complex pattern of behaviors and abilities that must have evolved 
together over a lengthy period of time. 

This is precisely what the archaeological record shows. In fact, there is 
no physical evidence to validate the claimed presence of African visitors to 
Mesoamerica before Columbus. The notion that this unproven presence was 
a crucial factor in the development of complex societies in the New World 
flies in the face of a wealth of archaeological evidence that clearly shows the 
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complex and independent evolution of those societies over a lengthy period 
of time. For a detailed and comprehensive critique of Van Sertima’s assertion 
that the Olmec were inspired by West African voyagers to the New World, 
see the articles by Mesoamericanist Bernard Ortiz de Montellano in the jour- 
nals The Skeptical Inquirer (Ortiz de Montellano 1991, 1992), Current Anthro- 
pology (Ortiz de Montellano et al. 1997a) and Ethnohistory (Ortiz de 
Montellano et al. 1997b). 


Afrocentrism 


Unfortunately, Van Sertima’s claim of an African presence in Mesoamerica 
long before Columbus has become entrenched dogma among some espous- 
ing an “Afrocentrist” perspective of history. Afrocentrism has a laudable 
goal: to disclose the enormous but often ignored contributions made by 
African people to the sciences, medicine, philosophy, literature, and art. Un- 
fortunately, in this effort some Afrocentrists ignore established historical 
and scientific fact and make claims of an African source for things that 
clearly can be shown to be non-African. Some Afrocentrists assert that much 
of European science and philosophy was literally “stolen” from African 
sources (James 1954). For example, it has been asserted that the Greek phi- 
losopher Aristotle secretly visited the Egyptian city of Alexandria and pil- 
laged the great library there, taking the best ideas of African thinkers and 
presenting them to the world as his own. But this is an impossibility. Aristo- 
tle died in 322 B.c., and the library at Alexandria was not established until 
297 B.c.—twenty-five years after his death (Lefkowitz 1996). In fact, we 
know that the library was assembled by one of Aristotle’s students and that 
most of the works there were written in Greek, not Egyptian. 

In its extreme version, Afrocentrism proposes that African cultures 
were the source of virtually every significant development in the ancient 
world. For example, Afrocentrist Kwame Nantambu (1996-1997) claims that 
the archaeological and historical records prove that Africa, specifically the 
culture of ancient Egypt, was the world’s source for such things as pottery, 
the domestication of plants and animals, and writing. In each of these cases, 
Nantambu is factually incorrect: The world’s first pottery has been found in 
Japan, dating to 11,000 years ago, predating African ceramics by more than 
a millennium; the domestication of plants and animals has been traced back 
to close to 11,000 years ago in Southwest Asia, while the earliest evidence 
for domestication in Africa is no more than 8,000 years ago; the first Egypt- 
ian writing has been dated to 5,100 years ago, and the earliest writing in the 
world has been found in Mesopotamia in Southwest Asia dating to 6,000 
years ago (Feder 1998-1999). The ancient and modern peoples of Africa rep- 
resent some of the great cultural achievements of humankind and there is 
no need to exaggerate their intellectual contributions to the world. 
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Africans in Ancient America: The Verdict 


An interesting irony resides in Van Sertima’s argument. Although he is quite 
concerned about the racism inherent in assumptions about the lack of skills 
of ancient African peoples, his assumptions about American Indian cultures 
are similarly problematic. After all, it is his contention that either a small 
group of invading Africans was the necessary catalyst for the development 
of civilization in the New World, or else a small group of Africans was 
quickly able to take over and direct the development of an emerging New 
World civilization. His protestations to the contrary notwithstanding, bias 
appears inherent in either proposal. 

As an anthropologist, Van Sertima clearly recognizes the sort of evi- 
dence necessary to validate his hypothesis; he is not a pseudoscientist. The 
evidence he provides is simply not strong enough to support his case. 


America B.C.? 


Reading the works of retired Harvard marine biologist Barry Fell (America 
B.C., Saga America, and Bronze Age America) brings to mind the approach of 
seventeenth-century Spanish Jesuit Gregoria Garcia, discussed in Chapter 5. 
Just as Garcia seemed to believe that virtually every Old World culture con- 
tributed to the population of the New World, Fell seems to describe the At- 
lantic as a freeway for exploration of the Americas long before Columbus. 

Beginning with Libyan sailors in the fourth millennium B.c., Fell pro- 
vides ostensible evidence, not just for the discovery but also for the explo- 
ration and colonization of the Americas by Iberians (people from Spain and 
Portugal) 3,000 years ago, Celts 2,800 years ago, Greeks 2,500 years ago, an- 
cient Hebrews about 2,000 years ago, and Egyptians 1,500 years ago. 

Fell and adherents like Trento (1978) and Feldman (1977) do not claim 
that these various Old World groups simply discovered America or that they 
merely explored it. It is Fell’s contention that these peoples settled the West- 
ern Hemisphere, apparently in large numbers, many years before Colum- 
bus. It is his further claim that there was a regular flow of commerce between 
the Old and New Worlds over many years and that the presence of these in- 
terlopers had a significant impact on indigenous peoples. 

Virtually all archaeologists and historians in the New and Old Worlds 
who have had something to say concerning Fell’s claims have been skep- 
tical, and some have been downright hostile (Cole 1979; Daniel 1977; 
Dincauze 1982; Hole 1981; McKusick 1976; Ross and Reynolds 1978). 

The three categories of evidence Fell provides in his books are 


1. Alleged linguistic connections between American Indian languages 
and many different European tongues 
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2. Inscriptions found in the New World in many ancient European 
alphabets 


3. Architectural similarities between stone structures mainly in New 
England and those in western Europe 


Linguistics 


Two scientists at the Smithsonian Institution examined Fell’s claims of lin- 
guistic similarities between American Indian and European languages such 
as Egyptian, Celtic, Norse, and Arabic (Goddard and Fitzhugh 1979). Fell’s 
basic approach is to select words in particular Indian and European lan- 
guages that sound alike (or can be made to sound alike) and can be inter- 
preted as having similar meanings. He then concludes that the Indian 
language must be derived from that of the Old World group. Fell’s approach 
has long ago been discredited by linguists; it is little different from that of 
those speculative thinkers in Europe in the sixteenth through nineteenth 
centuries who attempted to trace American Indians to various Old World 
peoples (Chapter 5). 

Goddard and Fitzhugh point out that such an approach is pointless; 
the correct pronunciation of many of the Indian words is very rarely known. 
Furthermore, merely comparing words ignores facts of grammar that are 
much more important in language comparisons. With relatively few com- 
mon sounds making up the countless words of most human languages, co- 
incidental similarities are bound to show up if you look hard enough. For 
example, as Mesoamericanist Pedro Armillas (personal communication) 
points out, the Latin word for “little eyes” is ocelli. “Little eyes” look like lit- 
tle spots and in Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs, a spotted cat is an ocelot. 
Such word-by-word comparisons can show word similarities in many dif- 
ferent languages with absolutely no historic connection. The Indian words 
that Fell claims are derived from European sources can be traced; they have 
a linguistic history within their own languages. There is no evidence that 
they suddenly entered a language, which would be expected if they had 
been borrowed from elsewhere. 


Inscriptions 


Fell, though trained in biology, also claims expertise in epigraphy (decipher- 
ing ancient inscriptions). He asserts that there are literally hundreds of ex- 
amples of ancient inscriptions in various Old World alphabets scattered 
throughout the New World. Yet here Fell ignores definitive evidence con- 
cerning some of his important artifacts. For example, inscribed tablets from 
Davenport, Iowa, well known to be nineteenth-century fakes, are cited by 
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Fell as positive evidence of the exploration of midwestern North America 
by a fleet of Egyptian ships, under the command of a Libyan skipper in the 
ninth century B.C. (1976:261-68). See Chapter 7 (Figure 7.5) for a description 
of the unmasking of the fakes (and see McKusick 1991 for a detailed ac- 
counting of the entire story). 

Moreover, as Goddard and Fitzhugh maintain, among even those in- 
scriptions where fraud cannot be proven, “all of the alleged ancient New 
World inscriptions examined by specialists to date have been found to con- 
tain linguistic or epigraphic errors or anomalies consistent with modern 
manufacture but inconsistent with a genuine ancient origin” (1979:167). 

Beyond the fakes, Goddard and Fitzhugh point out that many of Fell’s 
inscriptions are simply random marks on rock. Archaeologist Anne Ross 
and historian Peter Reynolds (1978) examined a sample of the marked stones 
translated by Fell. They point out that obvious marks on the stones that do 
not match Fell’s alphabetic interpretations are simply ignored by him. They 
view many of the so-called inscriptions as simply the result of natural ero- 
sion or plow marks. A plow blade can repeatedly scratch a rock in the soil, 
leaving a series of lines. It is‘also possible that, in some instances, the lines 
are intentional, but as tally marks, not a written language. They should be 
read as a number (six strokes equals six days or six deer). Fell interprets 
these lines as conveying meaningful messages in an alphabet called Ogam— 
a well-known alphabet based on Latin that dates to the fourth century A.D. 
in western Europe. It was used exclusively to write in early Old Irish. 

Fell claims that the Ogamic inscriptions he has interpreted in New 
World locations are sometimes much older than this. He further claims the 
New World versions were written without vowels (one simply adds the 
“necessary” vowels), recording words in a number of different languages. 
Anne Koss, a British expert on Ogam who has examined many of the alleged 
Ogam inscriptions in New England, finds this to be a “semantic phantasy of 
the wildest nature” (Ross and Reynolds 1978:106). 

As Goddard and Fitzhugh state, Ogam is, indeed, a record-keeping 
system that consists largely of simple strokes, so any process that produces 
lines in rock can superficially resemble Ogam. Then, as they state, in Fell’s 
approach “it is a matter of little further difficulty to select words from this 
range of languages to match against the string of consonants which have 
been read” (1979:167). 

More recently, Celtic scholar Brendan O Hehir performed a methodical 
analysis of one of Fell’s translations, a so-called Christmas message inscribed 
on a rock in West Virginia. His is an incredibly detailed, line-by-line, word- 
by-word, and even letter-by-letter analysis of the inscription and Fell’s trans- 
lation (O Hehir 1990). There is little doubt in his mind; O Hehir characterizes 
the “Christmas message” as “a stupid and ignorant fraud” and Fell’s trans- 
lation as “ignorant gibberish” (p. 1). 
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Figure 6.4 The village of Skara Brae on the main Orkney Island in northern Scotland 
was built more than four thousand years ago. The walls, hearths, and even the storage 
areas of the seven structures found there were constructed of stone. The style of archi- 
tecture seen at Skara Brae only superficially resembles much later construction in the 
New World. (K. L. Feder) 


Architecture 


A site that seems to be a cornerstone in Fell’s argument is located in North 
Salem, New Hampshire (Goodwin 1946). Fell claims the site is the remnant 
of a 3,000-year-old settlement of migrants from western Europe. Fell and his 
supporters assert that the architecture of the stone structures at the site is 
the same as that of Europe during this period. At that time in western Eu- 
rope, the so-called Megalith builders were busy working in stone, construct- 
ing monuments like Stonehenge in England (see Chapter 12), Carnac in 
France, and thousands of smaller sites. Their habitations, like Skara Brae on 
the Orkney Islands, were also built of large pieces of stone (Figure 6.4). 

The New Hampshire site consists of numerous stone structures and 
features (Figure 6.5). William Goodwin, a retired insurance executive from 
Hartford, Connecticut, purchased the site in 1935 and spent the rest of his 
life rebuilding parts of it and trying to prove that it was the settlement of an- 
cient Europeans—specifically Irish Culdee monks in the tenth century A.D. 
For years it was called Mystery Hill, though now the owners refer to it as 
America’s Stonehenge. 
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Figure 6.5 The admittedly strange stone structures of Mystery Hill, North Salem, 
New Hampshire, are part of an idiosyncratic site most likely built by colonists in the 
eighteenth or nineteenth centuries. Some insist that the site is far older, built by Euro- 
pean settlers of the New World more than three thousand years ago. (K. L. Feder) 


The architecture at sites like Mystery Hill must be examined in an over- 
all cultural context. The stone structures superficially resemble those found 
in ancient Celtic sites in England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland, but is that 
enough to prove that ancient Celts settled in the New World? 

Archaeologist Robert R. Gradie (1981) provides a good argument for a 
negative answer to this question. He points out that there may indeed be a 
relationship between the stone structures in Great Britain and New En- 
gland—but not as a result of pre-Columbian, seafaring Celts. 

Gradie shows that in Europe, stone chamber building very much like 
that of the Megalith culture continued as so-called vernacular architecture 
into the twentieth century. Ross and Reynolds point out that such stone 
structures have been built recently enough for living people to remember 
their construction (1978:103). In the past few centuries farmers in western 
Europe built root cellars and storage buildings using the same methods peo- 
ple had used centuries and even millennia before when they built ceremo- 
nial structures. Some of these farmers migrated to New England in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, naming counties and towns after their 
Celtic homelands and maintaining aspects of their material culture—includ- 
ing the style of their outbuildings. Gradie suggests that the stone structures 
at sites like Mystery Hill were, indeed, built by Celts, but of a much more re- 
cent vintage than Fell asserts. 
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The Archaeological Verdict 


As I stated at the outset of this discussion, archaeological evidence is neces- 
sary to assess hypotheses of the ancient pre-Columbian presence of Old 
World peoples in the New World. Even Mystery Hill’s original champion, 
William Goodwin, agreed that “the modern world of thought lays more 
stress on proof by archaeology than on oral or written traditions. This is as it 
should be” (1946:206). What, then, does the archaeological record at Mys- 
tery Hill and other sites indicate? 

Archaeologists sympathetic to such claims have recognized the fact 
that hard evidence is limited or nonexistent. For example, Stephen Jett (1971, 
1992a, 1992b) has listed discoveries of supposed Old World artifacts at New 
World sites. He admits that 


Since few of these objects or inscriptions have been discovered and 
reported in a fashion that permits confidence in the dating or even in 
the genuineness of the sites, these finds cannot be accorded much 
significance. (1971:30) 


Recently, David Kelley (1990) has become one of the few archaeolo- 
gists to accept Fell’s general claims of pre-Columbian Old World exploration 
of the Americas based on the presence of epigraphic evidence. However, he 
also clearly recognizes the problem of a lack of expected archaeological evi- 
dence for such a presence: “I am greatly bothered by the absence of compa- 
rable artifact assemblages in association with the many Ogham inscriptions” 
(1990:10). 

Even those sympathetic to Fell’s claims agree that the inscribed rocks 
cannot be viewed in a cultural vacuum. Claims of an Irish, Chinese, Welsh, 
Celtic, Egyptian, or Norse presence in the New World before Columbus 
must be viewed in a broad anthropological context, and there should be 
other supporting evidence. 

Context is crucial. Consider the story archaeologist Dean Snow (1981) 
relates of the remarkable discovery of an ancient Roman coin in California. 
Does such a discovery provide support for a hypothesis of pre-Columbian 
Roman settlement of the western coast of North America? The context of the 
coin argues otherwise; it was found in a parking meter in downtown Los 
Angeles. 

Without consideration of archaeological context and implications, in- 
scribed stones (or Chinese anchors, stone forts, or sculpted heads) mean lit- 
tle. We know from the archaeological record that human groups, especially 
when they settle in large numbers, leave much more than enigmatic graffiti. 
They lose and discard stuff that is unique to their culture, and we archaeolo- 
gists should be able to find it. Using the context as a guide, we can deter- 
mine when it was deposited and trace it to a particular group of people. 
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If Fell’s Celts were here in the numbers he claims and for the length of 
time he suggests, the evidence would be at least as clear, as obvious, and as 
recognizable as that seen for the Frobisher, Coronado, and de Soto expedi- 
tions discussed earlier in this chapter. What, then, does the archaeological 
record indicate for Fell’s hypothesis? 

Unfortunately for Goodwin and Fell, there are no archaeological arti- 
facts to bear witness to the presence of pre-Columbian interlopers at Mys- 
tery Hill or other similar sites. If the people Goodwin or Fell claims were 
here actually were here in the numbers implied, they had to have been the 
neatest people ever to grace the planet. They picked up everything, leaving 
nothing for the archaeologist to recover and analyze. This represents, by it- 
self, a fatal blow to the arguments of Fell and his supporters. 

For example, while on a visit to Mystery Hill, I asked the guide why 
their small museum had one large glass case of stone artifacts found at the 
site and clearly of local Indian manufacture and one glass case filled with 
the pottery, brick, and iron nails of nineteenth-century inhabitants, but no 
case filled with the European bronze tools of the supposed “Bronze Age” 
European settlers of the site? The guide responded, “You don’t think those 
ancient people would have left all those valuable bronze tools just lying 
around, do you?” I responded that they most certainly had left “all those 
valuable bronze tools” lying around in Europe; that’s how we know it was 
the Bronze Age—archaeologists find such objects. In other words, I was sim- 
ply asking that the archaeological context be considered. I was told, in 
essence, that there was no archaeological context. 

It has even been reported that this clear lack of any conventional ar- 
chaeological evidence has been used to indicate the ritual significance of the 
site. An excavator of Mystery Hill, after fruitlessly searching for any con- 
firming evidence of a Celtic presence at the site, commented in this way: 
“It’s spooky; I’ve never seen a site as clean as this one” (as reported by Tarzia 
1992:6). Thus, a lack of any evidence whatsoever is interpreted as enor- 
mously significant, indicating the obvious ritual significance of the place. 

To be sure, Fell maintains that some archaeological evidence exists to 
support his hypothesis about Mystery Hill and other sites. For example, he 
claims that Old World bronze tools have indeed been discovered in North 
America. He shows some of these artifacts in a figure on page 96 of America 
B.c. and labels them “bronze weapons.” Since American Indians in North 
America did not manufacture bronze, such items “must represent European 
imports.” But the tools Fell pictures are, in fact, not bronze, but copper—a 
metal well known to many Indians who used pure deposits of the element 
(Sullivan 1980:46-47). 

An archaeological excavation was conducted at Mystery Hill. In the 
1950s the organization that controlled the site, The Early Sites Foundation, 
hired Gary Vescelius, a Yale University graduate student in archaeology, to 
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excavate. Their hope was that artifacts would be found that would support 
the hypothesis that the site had been built and occupied by ancient Euro- 
pean immigrants to the New World. In hiring an archaeologist to excavate 
at the site, they were recognizing that an archaeological context was neces- 
sary. They were admitting, in a sense, that architectural similarity was not 
enough, that it merely suggested the possibility of a connection between the 
Old and New Worlds. Archaeological evidence of the kind of people who 
lived at the site was necessary to support the hypothesis—the kind of evi- 
dence discussed in Chapter 5, including entire complexes of artifacts found 
only in ancient Europe, the skeletal remains of identifiable Europeans, and 
artifacts made of raw materials from European sources, all in a context that 
could be dated to before Columbus. 

Vescelius (1956) found nothing of the kind. He recovered some seven 
thousand artifacts in his excavation. They all were clearly of either prehis- 
toric Indian manufacture (dating to an occupation of the site before the stone 
structures were built) or nineteenth-century European manufacture— 
ceramics, nails, chunks of plaster, and brick fragments. The archaeological 
evidence clearly pointed to a nineteenth-century construction date for the 
site. Precisely the same results were derived from excavations at Gungy- 
wamp, in Groton, Connecticut, a similar site that Fell claims is of ancient 
Celtic vintage (Jackson, Jackson, and Linke 1981). All the artifacts found at 
Gungywamp were of a much more recent date. 

Finally, regional surveys have been performed on sites in Massachu- 
setts (Cole 1982) and Vermont (Neudorfer 1980), where stone structures sug- 
gested by some to be of ancient Celtic origin are found. Both projects show 
quite clearly and definitively that the stone structures were part of historic, 
colonial patterns of land use and construction. 

Cole found absolutely no archaeological evidence in the thirteen sites 
he investigated that the stone structures were built by pre-Columbian set- 
tlers; all the structures were part of a known pattern and most were, in fact, 
parts of complexes of buildings and features (farms, mills, a hotel) known to 
date to the nineteenth century. 

Neudorfer (1980) conducted a three-year project, examining forty-four 
stone chambers in Vermont, taking measurements and searching for his- 
toric contexts for the structures. She found that with one exception, all the 
structures, including seven specifically identified by Fell as being Celtic temples, 
were associated with eighteenth- or nineteenth-century farm complexes 
(p. 56). In one case she was even able to come up with the name of the actual 
nineteenth-century builder of one of the chambers Fell maintains is ancient 
Celtic in origin. 

Neudorfer found that the stone chambers, far from being enigmatic, 
were a common part of farm culture in historic New England. She found 
in some cases that the style of masonry of the chambers was identical to 
that of the foundations of nearby historic farmhouses. Further, she found 
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eighteenth- and nineteenth-century publications describing the best meth- 
ods for building such structures for cold storage of fruits and vegetables. 
Whereas Fell claims that the southerly or easterly orientation of the chamber 
entrances reflects ancient Celtic ceremonies, the farm publications Neudor- 
fer located advised eighteenth- and nineteenth-century farmers to orient the 
openings of their root cellars to take advantage of the position of the winter 
sun in the southern sky, thereby preventing freezing in the cellars. 

Perhaps the most significant contribution of Neudorfer’s work rests in 
her showing the historic context of the stone chambers. Could ancient Celts 
have traveled to New England and built stone temples? Certainly it is possi- 
ble, but it is also possible—and far more probable—that these structures were 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century farm buildings. As archaeologist Dena 
Dincauze (1982) points out, Occam’s razor should be applied here. The 
chambers fit in with everything we know about historic farmers in New En- 
gland, and this explanation requires no other assumptions. As Dincauze 
states, Neudorfer’s argument and evidence “shifts an apparently immov- 
able burden of proof onto the shoulders of those who would claim other- 
wise” (1982:9-10). 

Finally, Neudorfer points out that the mystery associated with the 
stone chambers of New England is a product of a sort of cultural amnesia. 
Common, everyday aspects of life like the stone chambers have been forgot- 
ten and now appear to be enigmatic. They are a reflection of a time not so 
distant by absolute chronological measurement, but hugely distant from the 
modern world of computers, space shuttles, and cell phones. As a result, for 
example, common nineteenth-century tools for converting lye to soft soap 
(Swauger 1980) have become sacrificial altar stones for some (as stated in 
the pamphlet distributed at Mystery Hill), even though artifacts similar to 
the so-called sacrificial stone can be found in museums devoted to New En- 
gland farm life (Figure 6.6). In the same manner, animal-powered bark mills 
have been transformed into mysterious temples, even though photographs 
exist of bark mills in operation—and they look remarkably similar to the 
feature in question at the Gungywamp site (Figure 6.7; Warner 1981). We are 
so removed from these once common architectural features that today we 
need primers to remind us of what once was part of everyday life (Sanford, 
Huffer, and Huffer 1995). Unfamiliar they may now be, but mysterious, 
alien, or ancient they are not. 


Archaeological Context: Digging Pits and Recovering Evidence 


During the course of their research careers, field archaeologists, of necessity, 
dig a lot of holes in the ground and sift much of that dirt through hardware 
cloth with various grid sizes (often one-quarter or even one-eighth-inch 
screening). When one multiplies all of the pits dug or overseen by individ- 
ual archaeologists in their careers by the number of archaeologists, over time 
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Figure 6.6 The so-called sacrificial altar stone at Mystery Hill (top) is presented by 
some as a unique and romantic artifact, evidence of a population of pre-Columbian 
interlopers practicing ceremonial sacrifices. However, the grooved stone platform at 
Mystery Hill is anything but unique; it is a common artifact found in historical New 
England farming communities, used in the rather unromantic production of soap. The 
similar “lye stone” in the bottom image is located at the Farmer’s Museum in western 
Massachusetts. (K. L. Feder) 
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Figure 6.7 Some claim that the seemingly mysterious circle of stones at Gungywamp, 
Connecticut (top) has mystical significance within an early European religious 
context—proof, therefore, that pre-Columbian Europeans had settled Connecticut. 
However, other, similar historically documented—and photographed—features are 
known to have been used by more recent settlers of New England as bark mills for the 
extraction of chemicals for hide tanning (bottom). (K. L. Feder) 
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the number of “test pits” excavated by archaeologists grows to truly stag- 
gering numbers. 

Let’s consider the example of southern New England. David Poirier is 
the staff archaeologist at the Connecticut Historical Commission (CHC). The 
CHC administers regional archaeological surveys within the state where 
sites of all types, ages, and cultural affiliation are searched for, located, and 
investigated. Poirier’s office also oversees federally and state-mandated sur- 
veys—so-called compliance archaeology—where archaeological sites are 
searched for before federally or state-funded construction projects can com- 
mence. In other words, most, though by no means all, of the site survey re- 
ports produced in Connecticut are submitted to Dave’s office, and every one 
of the forms detailing the material found in each test excavation passes 
across David’s desk. His estimate is that during the last decade, in each year, 
about 10,000 test pits were excavated by archaeologists in Connecticut. 

Paul Robinson at the Rhode Island SHPO holds a position equivalent 
to Poirier’s. Paul informed me that from the late 1980s up until about 1997, 
the mean number of test pits excavated by archaeologists in Rhode island 
each year was in the neighborhood of 4,000 to 6,000. In the last couple of 
years, that number has declined to between 1,000 and 2,000. Using the lower 
numbers provided by Paul, we come up with about 34,000 test excavations 
in the last ten years. 

Brona Simon, the state archaeologist of Massachusetts was next on my 
list. Brona’s office publishes a listing of archaeological survey projects re- 
quired by her office; in fact, she issues the permits for the surveys. Accord- 
ing to her records, over the last ten years, on average, about 7,500 test pits 
were excavated on a yearly basis in the projects that fall under the jurisdic- 
tion of her office. So 75,000 test pits in Massachusetts is probably a fair esti- 
mate for the last ten years. 

For the three relatively small states just surveyed, in the last decade, 
archaeologists have excavated no fewer than 200,000 test pits in federally 
or state-mandated archaeological site searches. In larger states, these num- 
bers would be proportionately larger. For example, Dr. David Snyder of 
the Ohio Historic Preservation Office estimates that in the 1990s archaeolo- 
gists excavated an average of 50,000 test pits on a yearly basis (personal 
communication). 

Thousands of archaeological sites, in fact, have been found in these test 
pit surveys, including very rare, very ancient sites (some more than 10,000 
years old) of extremely low archaeological visibility; 9,000-year-old sites rep- 
resenting the villages of native people who were adjusting to the post-Ice 
Age environment of southern New England; far more abundant so-called 
Late Archaic sites representing a florescence of human population in the re- 
gion between 6,000 and 4,000 years ago; larger, more permanent and, there- 
fore, more archaeologically visible sites of the so-called Woodland period, 
late in whose sequence we find native people planting the traditional Na- 
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tive American triad of corn, beans, and squash; native sites of the seven- 
teenth century showing clear evidence of contact with European settlers; 
and the villages, camps, burial grounds, quarries, mines, and the like of 
these new European inhabitants of southern New England. 

Remember our discussion earlier in this chapter of our human procliv- 
ity to bring along some of what George Carlin calls our “stuff” wherever we 
travel and our habit of losing and discarding some of that stuff along the 
way? There is no reason to believe ancient visitors to the New World would 
have been any different. With that in mind, it must be reported that in none 
of those 200,000 or so test pits excavated in New England did any archaeolo- 
gist report the discovery of even a single artifact attributable to the ancient 
Welsh, Chinese, Celts, Africans, or other non—Native American group and 
dating to the dim mists of antiquity. We have found none of the stuff that 
they would have brought along on their voyage. This alone is strong evi- 
dence that these groups weré not here before Columbus. 


The Viking Discovery of America 


The Viking sagas are compelling tales of adventure and discovery, life and 
death. The sagas were handed down orally for generations and recorded 
hundreds of years after the events they celebrated actually transpired. 
Among the tales told in the sagas are a number concerning the Viking dis- 
covery, exploration, and settlement of Iceland and Greenland. Also de- 
scribed in the sagas is a story of the discovery of another new country. That 
country, it has been claimed, was North America. 

Two sagas in particular tell the story of this new land: the Greenlander’s 
Saga and Eirik the Red's Saga. The Greenlander’s Saga relates the following tale 
(Eirik the Red’s Saga differs in some particulars but describes essentially the 
same events); the summary is based on the English translation of the sagas 
by Magnusson and Paulsson (1965). 

Soon after A.D. 980, Eirik Thorvaldsson, known as Eirik (Erik) the Red, 
was banished from his home on Iceland for having killed two men (his fa- 
ther before him had been banished from Norway for the same offense). The 
dispute had likely resulted from the growing struggle for land and power 
on the island nation (McGovern 1980-81). Discovered in A.D. 860 and settled 
initially by the Vikings in A.D. 870, Iceland’s population had grown to nearly 
fifty thousand, and land was at a premium (Jones 1982). 

Outlawed because of his crime, Eirik left his home on Iceland and 
sailed westward, searching for and verifying the existence of a land that 
had previously been sighted. Eirik, in an attempt to reestablish a land and 
power base, returned to Iceland, encouraging people to follow him to this 
newly discovered land. He called it Greenland. Though it was largely cov- 
ered by glacial ice, Eirik gave the land its name in an early case of deceptive 
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advertising; as the saga writers stated, “People would be more tempted to 
go there if it had an attractive name” (Magnusson and Paulsson 1965:50). 

Established in A.D. 985-86, the Greenland colony attracted many disaf- 
fected with the political turmoil of Iceland and grew to a population of about 
5,000 (McGovern 1982). The Norse succeeded in carving out a life for them- 
selves in Greenland for 500 years; their archaeological sites are plentiful, 
represented by the remains of some 400 farmsteads and 17 churches clus- 
tered in two major settlements (the Western and Eastern) with a combined 
population of between 4,000 and 5,000 people (Ingstad 1982:24). The archae- 
ological remains of the Greenland Norse provide a model for what such a 
colony in the New World might look like. 

The mystery of the Greenland colony is not why it failed but, as ar- 
chaeologist Tom McGovern points out, how it survived for five hundred 
years (Pringle 1997). In Greenland, at least initially, it seems that the Norse 
attempted to adhere to their traditional dairy farming economy in a place 
only marginally suited to that way of life. When the climate of Greenland 
grew dramatically cooler in the fourteenth century, that way of life became 
not just uncertain, but also untenable. The skeletal remains of the Norse 
show a major shift in their diet from the agricultural produce they previ- 
ously relied on but could no longer grow to food from the sea. Chemical 
analysis of their bones shows that in the 1300s, fish and marine mammals 
made up an increasingly large portion of their diet (Richardson 2000). 

Concerning climate, everything is relative to one’s cultural perspec- 
tive. Exactly the same change to colder conditions that ended the Norse oc- 
cupation of Greenland was a boon to a Native American group known as 
the Thule—a group of the people commonly called Eskimo—whose culture 
made them supremely well adapted to a cold climate. The increasingly frigid 
conditions of the fourteenth century, in fact, encouraged Thule expansion 
south along the Greenland coast. The Thule and Norse likely came into con- 
tact at this time; it is unknown if this had any effect on the Norse abandon- 
ment of their Greenland settlements. A Norwegian priest sailing to the 
Western Settlement in 1361 found the entire community abandoned. All of 
the Norse were gone from Greenland by A.D. 1500. 


A Newfound Land 


The same year the Greenland colony was established, a Viking ship cap- 
tained by Bjarni Herjolfsson got lost in a storm on the journey from Iceland 
to Greenland. After about four days of sailing he sighted land. Bjarni could 
not identify the country and continued to sail, sighting at least two other 
lands before finally reaching Greenland by sailing east. Bjarni and his men 
did not set foot on these new unidentified lands. Later, he was to be criti- 
cized for not exploring these possibly valuable territories. Bjarni was more a 
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Figure 6.8 Map of Viking explorations of the North Atlantic, including their probable 
route to the New World in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries A.D. 


farmer than an explorer, yet this relatively unknown Viking is likely the first 
European to have sighted America. 

Despite the fact that the Greenland settlement was prospering and 
growing at the end of the tenth century, or maybe because of its success and 
growth, the possibility that new lands might be found to the west intrigued 
many. Eirik’s son, Leif, spoke to Bjarni about his accidental discovery and 
even purchased his boat. He set sail with thirty-five men around A.D. 1000 
to search for these new lands. According to the Greenlander’s Saga, following 
Bjarni’s directions backward, Leif made landfalls on the three new lands. He 
called them Helluland (flat-stone or slab land), Markland (forest land), and 
Vinland (wine land) (McGovern 1980-81). On Vinland, Leif built some sod 
houses (called booths) and used these as a base from which Vinland could be 
explored (Figure 6.8). 

After this initial exploration, Leif returned to Greenland and told of 
the richness of Vinland; there were salmon in the rivers, wild grains (proba- 
bly wild rice) in the meadows, abundant grapes, and so on. Soon thereafter, 
Leif’s brother, Thorvald, traveled to these newfound lands and investigated 
them for about a year. He encountered natives of the new land, called them 
Skraelings, and was killed in a battle with them. He was buried on Vinland, 
and the rest of his men returned to Greenland. 
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In A.D. 1022, Thorfinn Karlsefni led at least 65 and perhaps as many as 
160 colonists from Greenland to attempt a permanent settlement of Vinland. 
Families came, and farm animals were brought along. They built homes and 
began farming the land. After about a year, however, following a bitter bat- 
tle with the Skraelings, the colony was abandoned. This first attempt to es- 
tablish a permanent European settlement in the New World failed, according 
to Eirik the Red’s Saga, because “although the land was excellent they could 
never live there in safety or freedom from fear, because of the native inhabi- 
tants” (Magnusson and Paulsson 1965:100). History might have been sub- 
stantially different had this not been the case. One final attempt was made 
to settle Vinland, but this too ended in failure. 


Where Was Vinland and Who Were the Skraelings? 


McGhee (1984) points out that the sailing directions in the sagas, as well as 
the geographical and environmental descriptions of the islands Leif ex- 
plored, suggest quite strongly that Helluland is Baffin Island, Markland is 
Labrador, and Vinland is Newfoundland, all in Canada. The Skraelings, 
then, were American natives, most likely Indians rather than Eskimos 
(Fitzhugh 1972:191-95; Jones 1986:130-34). 

There is one unexplained mystery though. Vinland is named for the 
wine that could be made from the wild grapes that grew there, and there are 
a number of references to such grapes in both the Greenlander’s Saga and Eirik 
the Red’s Saga. Newfoundland was too far north, however, for wild grapes to 
grow even when the climate was warmer a thousand years ago. Analysis of 
pollen preserved at ancient sites in Newfoundland indicates that the flora 
during Viking occupation was not that much different from today, when 
grapes cannot grow (Henningsmoen 1977). 

The location nearest to Newfoundland where grapes do grow in 
Canada is Nova Scotia. Although there is no archaeological evidence for a 
Viking settlement there, it is possible that this is where the grapes were seen 
and that Vinland was not just Newfoundland, but a larger stretch of terri- 
tory of the Atlantic coast of Canada. 


The Vinland Map 


When the so-called Vinland map first surfaced in 1957, a few historians and 
cartographers thought it might be genuine, dating to about A.D. 1440, more 
than fifty years before the first voyage of Columbus to the New World. It 
was initially suggested by those who accepted the authenticity of the map 
that it was a copy of an even older work based on Viking knowledge of the 
geography of northern Canada (Skelton, Marston, and Painter 1995). Green- 
land is shown and named on the map. To the west of Greenland is an island 
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called Winilanda Insula; this is thought by some to be the earliest—and a 
pre-Columbian—depiction of Vinland. 

Many, however, were immediately skeptical of the map’s authenticity. 
As map scholar Douglas McNaughton (2000) has summarized, the map dis- 
played a general style and appearance that was unlike any known fifteenth- 
century map: Its orientation was wrong, and it lacked the border delineating 
Heaven and Earth seen in other maps of this time period. Beyond this, al- 
though some thought the map’s authenticity was supported by the fact that 
it was discovered bound into a fifteenth-century book, there is no mention 
of the map in the book itself, supporting the hypothesis that the map may 
have been added long after the book was published. 

Famed microscopist Walter McCrone was brought in to examine the 
physical characteristics of the map (McCrone 1976, 1988). When McCrone 
analyzed the chemical makeup of the map ink with a scanning electron mi- 
croscope and electron and ion microprobes, he found the presence of tita- 
nium dioxide, the chemical name for a slightly yellow pigment called 
anatase or titanium white. This was a key piece of forensic evidence. Tita- 
nium white was not manufactured until 1917 and required a technology un- 
known until this time. Curiously, but significantly, this pigment was not 
found in the ink used on the pages of the book in which the map suppos- 
edly was found. 

Beyond this, McCrone found that the black ink used to outline the var- 
ious continents and islands depicted on the map appeared to have diffused 
as a yellow band around the line itself. This is typical for old inks and nor- 
mally takes hundreds of years, so its presence seemed to argue for the map’s 
antiquity. However McCrone determined that this yellow band around the 
ink line was not, in reality, diffused ink, but, instead, a separately drawn, 
wide band of chemically distinct yellowish ink. The thin black line had been 
drawn over the yellow band along its center across most of the map. In other 
words, under the microscope it appeared that a clever forger had known 
that an old map would show a creeping of the ink out along the margins of 
the map lines. The forger could not wait, of course, for hundreds of years for 
this yellow band to appear, so he or she simply drew a yellow band first and 
then drew the black ink line over it, simulating an appearance of antiquity. 
The Vinland map had to have been drawn, according to McCrone, not in the 
fifteenth century, but in the twentieth; it was a fake. 

The story does not end here, however, as a subsequent analysis by 
Thomas Cahill (1987) failed to support McCrone’s identification of the twen- 
tieth-century pigment anatase. Cahill found only trace amounts of titanium 
and claimed that other, authentic documents also had trace amounts of tita- 
nium. McCrone vigorously disputes Cahill’s analysis. 

Though the authenticity of the map is of great concern to cartographers 
and to Yale University (the current owner of the map), its significance 
relative to the question of a Viking presence in the New World actually has 
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diminished over the years. After all, as shown in this chapter, we know from 
the archaeological record that the Norse explored and attempted to settle 
the northeast coast of the New World 500 years before Columbus. Whether 
or not they drew a map of their exploits is, at least in this regard, largely be- 
side the point. 7: 


Archaeological Evidence of the Viking Presence 


The ultimate arbiter in the argument concerning precisely where the Vikings 
explored to the west of Greenland is the archaeological record. And there 
has been no shortage of claimed Norse artifacts discovered in the New 
World (Wallace and Fitzhugh 2000). 

Bearing little witness to a Viking presence in the New World, however, 
many of the supposed Viking artifacts found in North America are instead a 
reflection of hoaxes and misinterpretations born of ethnic pride. As archae- 
ologist Birgitta Wallace (1982) points out, it may not be coincidental that a 
distribution map of such discoveries corresponds quite well with the distri- 
bution of historical Scandinavian settlements of the United States. 

For example, a large stone slab with ostensible Viking writing, or runes, 
was found near Kensington, Minnesota, by Olof Ohman in 1898 (Wallace 
1982). The stone contained a short message concerning a journey from Vin- 
land and bore a date of A.D. 1362. No other Norse artifacts were found in the 
vicinity of the stone, but this is not necessarily definitive evidence of its 
being a fake in this case. The number of people supposed to have made up 
the group who left the stone was quite small. The written message on the 
Kensington stone tells the story of just thirty individuals—eight Swedes and 
twenty-two Norwegians—who didn’t stay very long. It is possible that such 
a small group staying for a short time might conceivably leave no other ma- 
terial evidence of their presence (see the Frequently Asked Questions sec- 
tion of this chapter). 

It is important to consider the historical context of the time period 
when the Kensington Stone, if genuine, is supposed to have been carved. As 
mentioned previously, as a result of climatic deterioration, the Viking world 
was contracting at this time. By A.D. 1362, the Vinland colony had long since 
been abandoned. One of the two major Norse communities on Greenland— 
the so-called Western Settlement—was reported to have been abandoned by 
A.D. 1361. Ivar Bardarson, a Norse bishop, reported that the community had 
been decimated by Skraelings and that nothing but stray farm animals re- 
mained. Two-hundred kilometers (120 miles) to the south, the older and 
larger Norse Greenland community—the Eastern Settlement—was declin- 
ing rapidly in the fourteenth century; the last historical report from the 
colony is a marriage record dated to A.D. 1408. Archaeological evidence sug- 
gests that the Eastern Settlement also was abandoned by the middle of the 
fifteenth century. In this context, it seems unlikely—though, certainly, not 
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Figure 6.9 The Newport 
Tower in Newport, Rhode 
Island, claimed by some 
to be an ancient Viking 
church. Historical and ar- 
chaeological evidence in- 
dicates quite clearly that 
the tower was built during 
colonial times. 
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impossible—that Vikings were sailing to Minnesota and leaving inscriptions 
during this period of geographic contraction. 


Thé Newport Tower 


The Newport Tower in Newport, Rhode Island, has been proposed as an an- 
cient Viking construction (Figure 6.9). It is singular in appearance, at least in 
the New World, and has been the focus of both inquiry and speculation. 

There is a significant problem, however, with the hypothesis that the 
tower is Viking and predates the accepted period of European settlement of 
the region. The English settled the area around Newport in A.D. 1639, and 
there is no mention made by these settlers of a mysterious and already ex- 
isting stone tower. They almost certainly would have noted it had there 
been one. 

However, there was enough controversy about the possibility of a pre- 
Columbus Viking connection to the tower that an archaeological investiga- 
tion was conducted around and under the tower (Godfrey 1951). Most of the 
artifacts were pieces of pottery, iron nails, clay tobacco pipes, buttons, and 
buckles. All of these items can be traced to Scotland, England, or the English 
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colonies in America and were manufactured between the seventeenth and 
nineteenth centuries (Hattendorf 1997). The investigators even found the 
preserved impression of a colonial bootprint in the soil beneath the stone 
foundation of the tower. For a seventeenth-century bootprint to have been 
left under the tower, the tower must have been built either sometime during 
or sometime after the seventeenth century. 

Finally, the lime mortar bonding the stones used to build the tower 
has been radiocarbon-dated. The carbon date matches quite precisely the 
historical record and the artifacts recovered, A.D. 1665 (Hertz 1997). The 
mysterious tower turns out to be, in actual fact, a windmill likely built by 
the then governor of Rhode Island, Benedict Arnold, the grandfather and 
namesake of the famous traitor (it is even mentioned in his will, dated to 
1677). The architecture of the tower turns out not to be unique after all; it is a 
close match for a windmill built in A.D. 1632 in Chesterton, England (Hertz 
1997). The senior Benedict Arnold was brought up within just a few kilome- 
ters of Chesterton; perhaps he liked the unique design and decided to have 
a copy built on his property in Rhode Island. 


Current Perspectives: 
The Norse Discovery of America 


Historical or legendary claims of the discovery of “new” lands are notori- 
ously hard to assess. Attempting to force ancient tales to fit our modern 
knowledge of geography may be an interesting exercise but often falls short 
of acceptable levels of proof. Also, as stated at the outset, the ultimate ar- 
biter in this discussion must be solid, physical evidence of the presence of 
nonnative people in the New World that dates to before the Columbus voy- 
ages. Because the period to which we are referring is many hundreds and 
perhaps even thousands of years ago, the evidence that is needed to assess 
such claims is archaeological. 

Such archaeological evidence, or lack thereof, points to one conclusion: 
Besides the ancestors of modern American Indians, the only group for whom 
there is concrete evidence for exploration and settlement of North America 
is the Norse. 

Some of that evidence has been found at the archaeological sites of Na- 
tive Americans. This physical evidence of trade or contact between Native 
Americans and the Norse has been summarized by the archaeologist Robert 
McGhee (1984). For example, a Norwegian penny minted sometime between 
A.D. 1065 and 1080 was found at an archaeological site in Maine. The site 
has been dated to between A.D. 1180 and 1235 (McKusick 1979). The coin 
had been perforated, perhaps to facilitate use as a pendant. It was the only 
Viking artifact found at the site; all of the other artifacts were clearly Indian 
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in style and material. The fact that many of the stone tools found at the site 
were made of a kind of chert found only on northern Labrador may indicate 
that the “Norse penny,” along with the chert, reached the Maine coast by 
trade from the north. 

A growing number of native sites in Arctic Canada show evidence of 
widespread, occasional, but sometimes intimate contact for centuries be- 
tween local people and Norse visitors (McGhee 2000; Sutherland 2000a). For 
example, a substantial collection of Norse material culture has been recov- 
ered from a native site on Ellesmere Island and includes pieces of European 
chain-mail armor, iron ship rivets, iron wedges, and a wooden carpenter’s 
plane (Schledermann 1981, 2000). The local inhabitants of the site may have 
obtained these objects through trade or as plunder, or they may merely have 
found items left behind by a party of Norse explorers. 

On Baffin Island, a wooden figurine was unearthed during the excava- 
tion of a prehistoric Eskimo winter house (Sabo and Sabo 1978). Though the 
style of the figurine is typical for the so-called Thule Eskimo, it depicts a per- 
son in European clothing—a long robe with a slit up the front—with an ap- 
parent cross carved onto the chest. This figurine, almost certainly executed 
by an Eskimo, likely represents a Viking either seen by, or described to, 
the artist. 

Archaeologist Patricia Sutherland (2000a) has noted that a thin scatter 
of Norse artifacts has been discovered across much of Arctic Canada. For ex- 
ample, she lists a copper pendant of native design but made from smelted 
(and, therefore, nonnative) copper, excavated at a site located on the east 
shore of Hudson’s Bay, dating to the twelfth century A.D. Also in the Cana- 
dian Arctic, archaeologists have found scattered and small quantities of 
smelted iron, copper, and even a cast bronze pot at native sites (Sutherland 
2000a). Sutherland attributes the presence of this Viking stuff to direct trade 
between the Norse and natives, trade of Norse objects among native groups, 
and even native scavenging of places where the Norse had visited and left 
some of their stuff behind. 

Sutherland (2000b) also has discovered physical evidence at the Nun- 
guvik site on northern Baffin Island indicating more significant contact be- 
tween the Norse and native people of northeastern Canada dated to the 
thirteenth century A.D. She excavated artifacts there that can be traced to the 
Norse, including a span of about 3 meters of spun yarn made from a mix- 
ture of Arctic hare fur and goat hair. The local people did not spin yarn; there 
are no goats on Baffin Island; and the yarn itself is a very close match to 
specimens found in Norse Greenland. In addition, fragments of wooden ob- 
jects were found at two sites on Baffin Island that show wood joinery tech- 
niques—for example, mortising, unknown to the native people aboriginally, 
but well known to the Norse. Also, red-stained holes in the wood are the 
remnants of corroded, square-cut iron nails, again reflecting the technology 
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of Europe and not aboriginal America. Sutherland is initiating a five-year 
project to look for other evidence of contact and intercourse between the na- 
tive people of northeastern Canada and Norse visitors, traders, and settlers. 

Sutherland (2000a) has also identified parts of a bronze balance at a 
site in western Ellesmere Island. This kind of artifact, used by the Norse to 
judge weights and measures, implies that trade was an important element 
behind the Norse push into the New World. Birgitta Wallace suggests that 
the Norse may have been looking for resources in the New World, in partic- 
ular timber, walrus ivory, narwhal tusks, and even furs—especially of polar 
bear (as cited in McGhee 2000). The thinly scattered distribution in north- 
eastern Canada of objects that can be traced to eleventh-, twelfth-, thirteenth-, 
and fourteenth-century Norse paints a picture of trade and contact between 
the Norse and the New World, centuries before Columbus. 

It would also seem that the movement of material culture was not en- 
tirely one-sided. For example, the soapstone spindle whorl found at L Anse 
aux Meadows (discussed next) was made from a fragment of a native stone 
bowl, and a stone lamp recovered there is also of native manufacture. In an- 
other example, two spearpoints of a style known among the Innu people 
(previously called the Naskapi-Montagnais Indians) on Labrador have been 
found by archaeologists at a Norse site on Greenland. Odess, Loring, and 
Fitzhugh (2000) suggest that either Norse visitors picked up the stone 
weapons and kept them as a curiosity or, considering the sometimes un- 
friendly relationship between the Norse and native people of the New 
World, perhaps the spearpoints had actually been shot at Norse invaders 
and returned to Greenland stuck in a ship’s hull or even inside the body of 
a Viking. 

This growing body of archaeological evidence—George Carlin’s 
“stuff” mentioned earlier in the chapter—of the Norse presence in North 
American before Columbus stands in stark contrast to the lack of such evi- 
dence for the presence of other claimed pre-Columbian European or African 
visitors to the New World. The Norse explorers were small in number and 
spread out over a huge, forbidding territory, yet archaeologists have found 
the physical evidence of their presence. Surely we should expect nothing 
less if we are to validate claims of the presence of other nonnative people in 
the New World before Columbus. 


L’Anse aux Meadows 


One of the villages where these European visitors stayed has already been 
found. In 1960 writer and explorer Helge Ingstad (1964, 1971, 1982), con- 
vinced that Newfoundland was the Vinland of the sagas, initiated a system- 
atic search of its bays and harbors for evidence of the Viking settlement. At 
least the sizable colony of Karlsefni would still be archaeologically visible 
less than one thousand years after its abandonment. If the sagas were based 
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Figure 6.10 House remains at L’Anse aux Meadows, Newfoundland, Canada. Archae- 
ological evidence at this site, including the house patterns, artifacts like soapstone 
spindle whorls and iron nails, as well as radiocarbon dates, supports the hypothesis 
that this was a genuine Viking settlement of the New World some five centuries before 
Columbus. (Photo by B. Schonback, courtesy Birgitta Wallace, Canadian Parks Service) 


on an actual attempt at colonization, the site could be found. It was only a 
matter of figuring out where it actually was. 

On a promontory of land, at the northern tip of the northwestern 
peninsula of Newfoundland, 4Ingstad made his remarkable discovery. There 
he located the remains of what appeared to be eight typically Norse turf 
houses (Figure 6.10). Between 1961 and 1968 the site was excavated under 
the direction of Ingstad’s wife, archaeologist Anne Stine Ingstad (1977, 1982). 
The archaeological evidence was more than sufficient to identify the site at 
L’Anse aux Meadows as Viking. This interpretation was based not on vague 
similarities between the excavated structures and those known from Viking 
colonial settlements on Greenland but on detailed identities of the artifacts 
and structural remains. 

Along with the turf houses—the so-called booths of the sagas—they 
found four Norse boatsheds, iron nails and rivets, an iron smithy where local 
bog iron was worked into tools, a ring-headed bronze pin (Figure 6.11), and 
a soapstone spindle whorl used in spinning wool. As the local prehistoric 
Eskimos and Indians did not build boatsheds, smelt iron, produce bronze, 
or spin wool with spindle whorls, the evidence of an alien culture was 
definitive. 
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Figure 6.11 A ring-headed bronze pin found at L'Anse aux Meadows. The raw material 
of the artifact and its form are purely Norse. Its recovery within an overall archaeological 
pattern that matches Viking sites in Greenland and Iceland and its clear association with 
a turn-of-the-eleventh-century date further support the hypothesis that the site is Viking. 
(Photo by G. Vandervloogt, courtesy of Birgitta Wallace, Canadian Parks Service) 


Chunks of jasper, a flintlike stone which, when struck, produces sparks 
and was used by the Norse to start fires, were recovered at L’Anse aux 
Meadows. The jasper has been examined through trace element chemistry; 
its source is not Newfoundland but Greenland and Iceland which, of course, 
are where the Norse inhabitants of L’anse aux Meadows originated. We also 
know that the Norse who lived here traveled further south in the New World 
because butternut fragments were found in the L’anse aux Meadows 
hearths. Butternuts are a kind of walnut that does not grow on Newfound- 
land and did not grow there during the Norse occupation. Their source is 
Nova Scotia. The Newfoundland Norse must have visited there or traded 
with others to obtain them. 

In the floor of one of the house structures the excavators discovered a 
small, stone-lined box. Called an “ember box,” it was for storing embers of 
the night fire. Remains of a very similar ember box have been found at 
Eirik’s farmstead on Greenland (A. S. Ingstad 1982:33). Twenty-one carbon 
dates provide a mean age of A.D. 920 + 30 for the settlement—a bit old by 
saga accounts, but this may simply be a problem in the application of the 
dates. Some of the burned wood used for dating purposes likely was drift- 
wood that already was old when used by the Viking settlers (A. S. Ingstad 
1977:233). Nevertheless, a number of the carbon dates fit the chronology of 
the sagas quite well. 

More recent excavations at L'Anse aux Meadows have recovered addi- 
tional material of Norse manufacture dating to about a thousand years ago. 
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In water-logged areas of the site where preservation was.good, a team led 
by Parks Canada archaeologist Birgitta Wallace (2000) recovered a fragment 
of a notched bow, a piece of what appears to be a ship patch, a pedal-shaped 
object, and the top of a barrel, all made of wood. All of these objects exhib- 
ited evidence that they had been carved or cut with metal tools. Also, a glass 
bead, a piece of gilded brass, and a needle hone—all of typical Norse de- 
sign—were found. 

Was L'Anse aux Meadows the settlement initiated by Leif, occupied by 
his brother Thorvald, and expanded in the hope of permanency by 
Karlsefni? The archaeological data do not conform perfectly to the sagas. No 
human burials were found, though the sagas indicate that a number of 
Vikings died in Vinland. No evidence of European domesticated animals 
was recovered in the excavations, though the sagas relate that such ani- 
mals were brought by the settlers. Wallace (2000) concludes that L’Anse aux 
Meadows is not Vinland, but that Vinland was a region with L’Anse 
aux Meadows located at its northern margin. The site, she suggests, was 
used as a base of operations (called Straumfjord in the sagas) from which 
Norse exploration of points further south was initiated. 

It will likely never be known for certain whether L’Anse aux Meadows 
is the archaeological site of Eiriksson’s and later Karlsefni’s settlement, but 
perhaps this is not so important. What is important and what is indisputable 
is the archaeological evidence at L’Anse aux Meadows of a Viking settle- 
ment, the westernmost outpost of their far-flung world. The settlement was 
planted in the fertile soil of America. It withered and died for reasons largely 
beyond the control of those hardy folk who attempted it: a worsening cli- 
mate that would render Greenland uninhabitable for Viking farmers and 
render the voyage from the west coast of Greenland to Vinland virtually im- 
possible, and a native population willing to fight to protect themselves and 
their lands. In the final analysis, the saga of the Vinland settlement may be 
a tragic story of failure. But, most important in terms of the focus of this 
chapter and perhaps in terms of human history as well, the physical evi- 
dence indicates quite clearly that it was a drama played out on the world 
stage five hundred years before Columbus set sail. 








> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. How could the Vikings navigate to the New World without devices like a com- 
pass or a sextant? 


The Vikings navigated by ocean currents, winds, and positions of stars 
in the sky. It was a knowledge informed by centuries of exploration. Using 
Viking technology and knowledge, adventurer W. Hodding Carter recently 
crafted a replica of a Viking ship, a knarr, and attempted with his crew of 
twelve to replicate Leif Eiriksson’s 3,200-kilometer (2,000-mile) voyage to 
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Vinland as it is laid out in the sagas. Their knarr was powered only by wind 
and muscle, the crew ate only dried food and whatever fish they could catch, 
and drinking water was collected from icebergs. The point of the experiment 
was to confirm what we already know—albeit in an exciting way—that the 
Norse possessed the navigational ability to bridge the gap between the Old 
and New Worlds five centuries before Columbus. The crew set sail on July 
16, 1997, for what was supposed to be a two-month trip. Unfortunately, after 
only a little more than a month at sea the rudder support and frame broke in 
rough seas. The sailors could no longer steer the knarr, and the experiment 
was abandoned. 

Another, more successful attempt to replicate the Norse voyage to Vin- 
land was carried out in 2000, close enough in time to call it the millennial 
celebration of the original voyage. The replica ship, the Islendingur (Ice- 
lander), sailed from Reykjavik, Iceland, on June 17, 2000, that island nation’s 
Independence Day. It arrived safely at L'Anse aux Meadows on July 28 to an 
enthusiastic welcome. The ship’s design was based on that of a well- 
preserved Norse boat built in the ninth century A.D. and discovered by 
archaeologists in 1882. 


2. Are there any examples of a group of foreigners moving through a territory and 
leaving little or no archaeological evidence? 


Certainly, a small group of people moving relatively quickly through 
an area may leave evidence that is difficult, though not impossible, to de- 
tect. An excellent example of this is the twenty-eight-month expedition of 
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark through the American West in 
1803-1806. There were just thirty-three members of this well-known expedi- 
tionary force. They were constantly on the move and rarely stayed more 
than a single night at the more than six hundred places where they made 
camp. Nevertheless, archaeologist Ken Karsmizki has identified at least four 
sites that may represent the explorers’ camps. Artifacts have been found, 
and fireplaces have been excavated and radiocarbon-dated to the right time 
period (Saraceni 1998). The lesson here is that the archaeological visibility of 
the presence of an alien group in a region depends on the number of for- 
eigners and the duration of their stay at any one place. Archaeologists must 
admit that it may be quite difficult to document the presence of a very small, 
very mobile group, but the evidence of the Lewis and Clark expedition indi- 
cates that careful research ultimately reveals such evidence. 





> BEST OF THE WEB < 





http://parkscanada.pch.gc.ca/Parks/Newfoundland/anse_meadows/ 
anse_meadows_e.htm 

Parks Canada Web site devoted to the late-tenth-, early-eleventh-century 
Norse site L'Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland. View diagnostic Norse 
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artifacts recovered at the site and replicas of the Norse structures that were 
built at the site close to one thousand years ago (click on the link labeled 
“Virtual Tours”). 


http://home.sol.no/~anlun/tipi/gruppe5.htm 


Not an extensive site, but includes a useful map displaying the various 
routes of exploration followed by the Norse both within Europe and to Ice- 
land, Greenland, and the New World. 


http://www. pitt.edu/~dash/vinland. html 
Site with many links to photographs of Norse artifacts in the New World. 


http://www.discovery.com/news/briefs/200005 11 /history_viking. html 


Short piece on recent analysis of Norse artifact found in northern Canada; 
included is a photo of the spun wool found in a pre-Columbian archaeologi- 
cal context on Baffin Island. . 


http://www. viking-2000.com/ 


Official site of the replica voyage of a Norse vessel from Iceland to Green- 
land, Newfoundland, and points beyond. Included are maps and a voyage 
diary. It must have been quite a sight when the beautiful replica of a Norse 
sailing vessel entered the harbor at L’Anse aux Meadows. 


http://www.mnh.si.edu/vikings/voyage/ 


This is the companion Web site for the spectacular museum exhibit Vikings, 
the North Atlantic Sage, produced by the Smithsonian Institution. Among the 
cities the exhibit will visit are New York (its location as this book goes to 
press), Denver, Houston, Los Angeles, and Ottawa (dates are listed on the 
Web site). Extremely informative and very well produced, the site provides 
an enormous amount of information about the archaeology, history, genet- 
ics, and environment of the late-first- and early-second-millennium Norse. 





> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISE < 





In Chapter 6 we assessed legends of transatlantic and transpacific contact 
between the Old and New Worlds by reference to the archaeological record. 
We can apply the same rules of analysis when testing any other claim that a 
group of people moved into or through, or lived in an area. Consider this 
actual scenario of the Tasaday people of the Philippines. 


When first “discovered” by the outside world in 1971, the Tasaday were 
an anthropological bonanza. Their small band of about twenty-five 
people were living an apparently pristine way of life in their rain for- 
est caves, completely uncontaminated by any elements of Western civi- 
lization or even of their agricultural neighbors living just a few miles 
away. They were living a completely “natural life,” the equivalent of 
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philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s “noble savages.” They knew noth- 
ing of violence, war, or hatred—they didn’t even have words for these 
concepts in their language. They were simple, naive, happy, kind, and 
completely ingenuous. People in the West found them charming and 
riveting, fulfilling all of our 1970s fantasies about the superiority of a 
simple, uncluttered, nontechnological, ‘pacifistic, communal society. 
They were, in fact, as one recent wag has put it, “paleo-hippies,” and 
many of us wished we were Tasaday. 

Right from the beginning, however, some suspected that the Tasa- 
day were a hoax; their neighbors were quite close by, and it seemed un- 
likely that the Tasaday had no contact with them or other people living 
in the rain forest. 


How might archaeological analysis help in assessing the legitimacy of 
the Tasaday as a genuine anthropological phenomenon? Were they really 
living in those caves; did they really have no contact with modern technol- 
ogy? (Hint: think about the kinds of physical evidence required to support 
scenarios of European, African, or Asian pre-Columbian exploration and oc- 
cupation of the New World as discussed in this chapter.) 


D@OOOOO®D 7 GOOG GOSOSOSSO 


The Myth of 
the Moundbuilders 


Today, the intriguing culture archaeologists know as the Moundbuilders is 
one of the best-kept secrets in the study and teaching of American history. 
That a complex American Indian society with great population centers, pow- 
erful rulers, pyramids, and fine works of art evolved in the midwestern and 
southeastern United States comes as a surprising revelation, even to those in 
whose backyards the ruins lie. 

Yet the remnants of these ancient inhabitants of North America are 
nearly ubiquitous. The most obvious manifestation of their culture is their 
earthworks (Figures 7.1 and 7.2): conical mounds of earth, up to nearly 100 
feet in height, containing the burials of perhaps great rulers or priests with 
fine grave goods in stone, clay, copper, and shell; great flat-topped pyramids 
of earth, up to 100 feet in height, covering many acres, and containing mil- 
lions of cubic feet of earth and on which ancient temples once stood; and ef- 
figy earthworks in the shapes of great snakes, birds, and bears. 

Few of us seem to be aware of the remarkable cultural legacy of this 
indigenous American culture. This became sadly clear to me when attend- 
ing an archaeology conference in St. Louis a few years ago. Much of my ex- 
citement about the conference resulted from its location. The largest and 
most impressive Moundbuilder site, Cahokia, an ancient settlement with 
thousands of inhabitants, sits on the Illinois side of the Mississippi River, 
just east of St. Louis. Wishing to take advantage of my proximity to the site, 
I asked the gentleman at the hotel front desk how I might get to Cahokia. 
The response: a blank stare. He had never heard of it. “You know,” I ex- 
plained, “the big Indian site.” “No, no,” he responded, “There haven’t been 
any Indians around here for many years.” 
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Figure 7.1 Examples of mounds: Serpent Mound, an effigy earthwork in southern 
Ohio in the form of a coiled 1,500-foot-long snake (top). A huge, conical burial 
mound close to 100 feet high in Miamisburg, Ohio (bottom; K. L. Feder). (Serpent 
Mound courtesy of Museum of the American Indian, Heye Foundation) 
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Figure 7.2 Aerial photograph of Monks Mound, an enormous, tiered pyramid of earth 
at Cahokia in Illinois. Monks Mound served as a platform on which a temple once 
stood. (Courtesy Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site) 


No one in the hotel had heard of Cahokia, and even at the bus station 
people thought I was just another confused out-of-towner. Luckily, I ran into 
a colleague who knew the way, and I finally got to the site. 

It was worth the trouble. About 70 of the 120 or so original mounds re- 
main. Several of these demarcate a large plaza where ceremonies were likely 
held during Cahokia’s peak between A.D. 1050 and 1250. Monks Mound (see 
Figure 7.2), containing more than 20 million cubic feet of earth, is one of the 
largest pyramids in the world (including those of Egypt and Mesoamerica). 
It dominates the plaza. The highest of its four platforms is raised to a height 
of 100 feet, where it once held a great temple. Surrounding the central part 
of this ancient settlement was a massive log wall, or palisade, with evenly 
spaced bastions and watchtowers. The palisade enclosed an area of about 
200 acres in which eighteen of the largest and most impressive of Cahokia’s 
earthworks were built. The log wall itself may have been the most monu- 
mental of the many large-scale construction projects undertaken by Ca- 
hokia’s inhabitants; it consisted of some 20,000 logs, each one about 1 foot in 
diameter and 20 feet tall, and was rebuilt virtually in its entirety at least three 
times during the site’s occupation. 

Cahokia must have been a splendid place with thousands of inhabi- 
tants, its artisans producing works in shell, copper, stone, and clay. At its 
population peak in about A.D. 1150, Cahokia represented the single largest 
concentration of people in North America north of Mexico. The population 
size at Cahokia’s peak was not exceeded in North America until the growth 
of Philadelphia in about A.D. 1800. Cahokia was a trading center, a religious 
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Figure 7.3 An artist's rendition of Cahokia at its cultural peak. With a population esti- 
mated in the thousands, Cahokia was a virtual prehistoric American Indian city on the 
Mississippi River more than seven hundred years ago. (Painting by William Iseminger, 
Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site) 


center, and the predominant political force of its time (Pauketat 1994). It was, 
by the reckoning of many, an emerging civilization created by American In- 
dians whose lives were far different from the stereotype of primitive, no- 
madic hunters too many of us envision (Figure 7.3). 

From atop Monks Mound one can peer into two worlds and two dif- 
ferent times. To the west rises the modern city of St. Louis, framed by its 
Gateway Arch of steel. Below rests the ancient city of Cahokia with its mon- 
uments of earth, shadows of a long-ignored Indian culture. 

How could people not know of this wonderful place? Suffice it to say 
that if people today living twenty minutes from Cahokia haven’t heard of it, 
most New Englanders, Californians, Southerners—in fact, most Ameri- 
cans—are completely unaware of it and the archaeological legacy of the in- 
digenous American society that produced it and hundreds of other sites. 

Cahokia and Moundbuilder culture, however, were not always an in- 
visible part of the history of this continent. In fact, the remains of their cul- 
ture once commanded the attention of the American public and scientists 
alike. It was not only that the mounds themselves, the fine ceramics, sump- 
tuous burials, carved statues, and copper ornaments were so impressive, 
though this was part of the fascination. Unfortunately, much of the intense 
interest generated by the remains of this culture resulted from a supposed 
enigma perceived by most; the Moundbuilders clearly lived before Colum- 
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bus, the Indians were the only known inhabitants of North America before 
the coming of the Europeans, and it was commonly assumed that the Indi- 
ans were simply incapable of having produced the splendid works of art 
and monumental construction projects that characterized Moundbuilder 
culture. With the rejection of the possibility that American Indians had pro- 
duced the culture, the myth evolved of an ancient, vanished American race 
(see especially Silverberg 1989 for a very useful and succinct account of the 
evolution of the Moundbuilder myth). 

The myths of a petrified giant (Chapter 3) and of a human ancestor 
with a modern brain and simian jaw (Chapter 4) were based on hoaxes, 
clever or otherwise. People suspended their critical faculties and were fooled 
by these frauds. The Moundbuilder myth, in contrast, was not predicated 
on a hoax (though, as you will see, hoaxes did play a role) but rather on a 
nearly complete and sometimes willful misunderstanding of genuine data. 


The Myth of a Vanished Race 


The myth of a vanished race of Moundbuilders was accepted by many 
Americans in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Five basic arguments 
were presented to support the notion that American Indians could not have 
been the bearers of Moundbuilder culture. Let’s deal with each in turn. 


1. Indians were too primitive to have built the mounds and produced the works 
in stone, metal, and clay attributed to the Moundbuilder culture. 


The attitude of J. W. Foster, president of the Chicago Academy of 
Sciences, was prevalent. Describing the Indian, he states: 

He was never known voluntarily to engage in an enterprise re- 
quiring methodical Jabor; he dwells in temporary and movable 
habitations, he follows the game in their migrations. To suppose 
that such a race threw up the symmetrical mounds which crown 
so many of our river terraces 1s as preposterous, almost, as to 
suppose that they built the pyramids of Egypt. (1873, as cited in 
Silverberg 1989:117) 

In his 1872 work, Ancient America, J. D. Baldwin is even more di- 
rect: “It is absurd to suppose a relationship or connection between the 
original barbarism of these Indians and the civilization of the mound- 
builders” (as cited in Thomas 1894:615). 

These arguments can be fairly characterized as racist and unfortu- 
nately held sway among many people. 

2. The mounds and associated artifacts were very much more ancient than even 
the earliest remnants of Indian culture. 


Though the analysis of soil layering known as stratigraphy was 
not to become an established part of archaeology until later in the 
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nineteenth century (for example, Dall 1877), in 1820 Caleb Atwater 
used a simple form of stratigraphic analysis to support the notion that 
the Moundbuilders were from a period far before the Indians arrived 
in the New World. He maintained in his book Antiquities Discovered in 
the Western States: i 

Indian Antiquities are always either on, or a very small distance 

below the surface, unless buried in some grave; whilst articles, 

evidently belonging to that people who raised our mounds, are 

frequently found many feet below the surface, especially in river 

bottoms. (1820:125) 

The evidence of the annual growth rings of trees also was used 

in the argument that the mounds were quite ancient. In 1786, the 
Reverend Manasseh Cutler counted the rings on a tree he had cut 
down on a mound in Marietta, Ohio. He found 463 rings and calcu- 
lated that the mound must have been built before A.D. 1300 (Fagan 
1977). Others went further, suggesting that large trees presently grow- 
ing on mounds must have been preceded by several generations of 
trees, indicating that the mounds were more than 2,000 years old. 


. Stone tablets were found in the mounds that bore inscriptions in European, 


Asian, or African alphabets. 


The best known of such artifacts were the Grave Creek Mound 
Stone from West Virginia (Schoolcraft 1854), the Newark Holy Stones 
from Ohio, the Bat Creek Stone from Tennessee, and the Cook Farm 
Mound Tablets in Davenport, Iowa (Putnam 1886). Because American 
Indians north of Mexico were not known to have possessed a writing 
system before European colonization, the presence of writing in the 
mounds seemed to provide validation of the hypothesis that a non- 
Indian culture had been responsible for their construction. Where 
characters from specific alphabets could be discerned, sources for 
Moundbuilder culture could be, and were, hypothesized. 


. American Indians were not building mounds when first contacted by Euro- 


pean explorers and settlers. When queries were made of the local Indians con- 
cerning mound construction or use, they invariably professed complete 
ignorance. 


Very simply, the argument was presented that if Indians were re- 
sponsible for the mounds, they should have been building such earth- 
works when Europeans first came into contact with them. If no longer 
building mounds, living Indians should remember a time when their 
ancestors had built them. The supposed fact that Indians were not 
building mounds when first contacted by Europeans was seen by 
many as definitive, empirical evidence against any claim of Indian re- 
sponsibility for Moundbuilder culture. 
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5. Metal artifacts made of iron, silver, ore-derived copper, and various alloys had 
been found in the mounds. 


Historic Indian cultures north of Mexico were not known to use 
metal other than copper, which could be found in pure veins and 
nuggets in parts of Michigan; silver, also found in pure, natural 
deposits that required no further metallurgical refinement; and iron 
from meteorites. Smelting ore to produce copper, silver, or iron and 
techniques of alloying metal (mixing copper and tin, for example, to 
produce bronze) were unknown. Therefore, the discovery of artifacts 
of these materials in the mounds was a further indication that a peo- 
ple other than and more technologically sophisticated than American 
Indians had been the Moundbuilders. 


With these five presumably well-supported “truths” in hand, it was 
clear to the satisfaction of many that Indians had nothing to do with mound 
building or Moundbuilder culture. This left open the question of who, in 
fact, the Moundbuilders were. 


Who Were the Moundbuilders? 
Identifying the Vanished Race 


From our vantage point in the latter part of the twentieth century, it is ex- 
tremely difficult to imagine how intensely interested many were in the ori- 
gins of the mounds and Moundbuilder culture. The fledgling Smithsonian 
Institution devoted several of its early publications to the ostensible Mound- 
builder enigma. Another government agency, the Bureau of American Eth- 
nology, whose job it was to preserve information concerning rapidly 
changing Native American cultures, devoted a considerable part of its re- 
sources to the Moundbuilder issue. Influential private organizations like the 
American Philosophical Society also supported research into the question 
and published works reporting on such research. 

The mystery of the mounds was a subject that virtually all thinking 
people were drawn to. Books, pamphlets, magazine pieces, and newspaper 
articles abounded, written by those who had something to say, sensible or 
not, on the question that seemed so important to answer: “Who had built 
the mounds?” Though few could agree on who was responsible for con- 
struction of the mounds, there was no lack of opinions. 

In one of the earliest published conjectures, Benjamin Smith Barton 
wrote in 1787 that the Moundbuilders were Vikings who had long ago jour- 
neyed to the New World, settled, and then died out. Josiah Priest in his 1833 
work variously posited that the mounds had been built by wandering Egyp- 
tians, Israelites, Greeks, Chinese, Polynesians, or Norwegians (Silverberg 
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1989:66). Others suggested that the mounds had been fashioned by Welsh- 
men, Belgians, Phoenicians, Tartars, Saxons, or Africans. Even a work be- 
lieved by Mormons to be the most recent testament of Jesus Christ (called 
the Book of Mormon and first published in 1830) maintains that the mounds 
were built by Indians who had migrated from the Middle East in the sixth 
century B.C. A Cincinnati journalist, Lafcadio Hearn, made a number of in- 
teresting suggestions concerning the source of the mysterious midwestern 
moundbuilders. In an article published in 1876, he proposed that, though 
their source was uncertain, 


It is at least generally recognized that they were not Indians. Their mon- 
umental record little resembles that of the Aztec people; and indeed no 
other American Nation has left traces satisfactorily analogous to those 
left by the Mound-builders. But it is worthy of note that very similar 
remains have been left by the European Mound-builders. 


So, maybe they were Europeans. Then again, in the very same article, 
Hearn proposed another, even more speculative origin for the Mound- 
builders; he suggests that the Moundbuilders came from the Lost Continent 
of Atlantis (see Chapter 8)! 

An Atlantean source might sound impressive, but one thinker went 
further still, attributing one of the mounds to a divine architect. The Rev- 
erend Landon West maintained that Serpent Mound (Figure 7.1, top) repre- 
sented the snake that tempted Eve in the Genesis story in the Old Testament 
of the Bible (Lepper 1998). Not content merely to make this literary connec- 
tion, Reverend West went on to claim that God himself had constructed Ser- 
pent Mound to memorialize the event and placed the monument in Eden 
itself. Yes, that is correct; Reverend West suggested that Eden was located in 
Bush Creek valley, Ohio. 


The Walam Olum 


One of the favored themes underlying the Moundbuilder myth was that, 
whatever their ultimate geographical source, they had created a splendid 
and peaceful civilization in the dim mists of antiquity. They had been over- 
run and eliminated in a much more recent invasion by a wild, violent, and 
barbaric people. In this version of the myth, the barbarians were the ances- 
tors of the American Indians. 

One nineteenth-century hoaxster went so far as to concoct an entire 
epic story that followed this scenario. In 1836 Constantine Samuel Ra- 
finesque claimed that ten years earlier he had located and deciphered an an- 
cient historic text engraved on wooden tablets by the ancestors of the Lenape 
(Delaware) Indians of eastern North America (Oestreicher 1996). Rafinesque 
called the story he had “discovered” the Walam Olum. The tablets themselves 
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had disappeared (of course), but Rafinesque claimed to have translated the 
saga they told of the migration of American Indians from northeast Asia 
3,600 years ago across a frozen wasteland that had once connected the Old 
and New Worlds. There is a certain irony in this; this part of Rafinesque’s 
fake tale bolstered part of a scenario we now know to be true—that is, hu- 
mans first entering the New World from Asia across a land bridge in the far 
north—although his timing is far too recent (Chapter 5). 

In Rafinesque’s fantasy, the Moundbuilders had migrated to the New 
World long before the arrival of the Indians. Rafinesque went on to have his 
fictitious migrants overwhelm and then defeat the Moundbuilder people in 
battle. Where did the Moundbuilders come from in this story? According to 
the Walam Olum, the Moundbuilders originated on the Lost Continent of At- 
lantis (see Chapter 8). Many Lenape people rejected the authenticity of the 
Walam Olum, and researcher David Oestreicher (1996) has shown that the 
hieroglyphs in which the document was written were cobbled together 
using a jumble of Egyptian, Chinese, and Mayan characters. The Walam 
Olum was an elaborate hoax, one of a series surrounding the mystery of the 
Moundbuilders. 


The Archaeology of the Myth 


Caleb Atwater, an Ohio lawyer, performed a detailed analysis of the earth- 
works in his state in an attempt to establish the identity of the vanished race. 
Though Atwater’s conclusions were typical for the time, his methods were 
far more scientific than the speculations of some of his contemporaries. In 
his work Antiquities Discovered in the Western States (yes, Ohio was then con- 
sidered a “western” state), Atwater divided the archaeological remains 
found there into three categories: Indian, European Colonial, and Mound- 
builder. The last of these he ascribed to “a people far more civilized than our 
Indians, but far less so than Europeans” (1820:120). 

To his credit, Atwater was not an armchair speculator concerning the 
Moundbuilders. He personally inspected many sites in Ohio and produced 
detailed drawings and descriptions of artifacts and earthworks. But his my- 
opia about American Indian cultural achievement clearly fashioned his view: 


Have our present race of Indians ever buried their dead in mounds? 
Have they constructed such works as described in the preceding pages? 
Were they acquainted with the use of silver, iron, or copper? Did the 
North American Indians erect anything like the “walled town” on Paint 
Creek? (Atwater 1820:208) 


For Atwater the answer to these questions was a clear “no.” American Indi- 
ans simply were too primitive. He concluded his discourse on the question 
by suggesting that the Moundbuilders had been “Hindoos” from India. 
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To be sure, there were a few prescient thinkers on the question of the 
origin of Moundbuilder culture. Perhaps the first to approach the question 
objectively was Thomas Jefferson, framer of the Declaration of Indepen- 
dence and third president of the United States. Jefferson was curious about 
the ancient earthworks on and adjacent to his property in Virginia. Not con- 
tent to merely speculate about them, in 1784 Jefferson conducted what is al- 
most certainly the first archaeological excavation in North America, carefully 
digging a trench through a mound that contained many human skeletons 
(Willey and Sabloff 1993). Jefferson would not hazard a guess as to the iden- 
tity of the Moundbuilders, justifiably calling for more information. As the 
president of the American Philosophical Society, he later would encourage 
others to explore this question. 

Interest in the mounds and debate over the source of the culture that 
had produced the tens of thousands of these earthworks continued to in- 
crease during the nineteenth century as white settlement expanded into the 
American Midwest, the heartland of Moundbuilder culture. American ar- 
chaeology developed as a discipline largely in response to questions about 
the mounds (as well as to questions concerning the origins of the Indians; 
see Chapter 5). 

In their chronicle of the history of American archaeology, Willey and 
Sabloff (1993) select 1840 as the benchmark for a shift in American archaeol- 
ogy from a period of speculation to one characterized by research—with a 
goal of description and classification. The work of Ephraim G. Squier and 
Edwin H. Davis on the Moundbuilder mystery is a good example of this 
shift in emphasis. Squier was a civil engineer and writer from Connecticut. 
Davis was an Ohio doctor. Both were interested in the Moundbuilder cul- 
ture and between 1845 and 1847 carried out intensive investigation of some 
two hundred sites. They conducted excavations and produced detailed 
maps of the sites and drawings of the artifacts. Their research culminated in 
a book, Ancient Monuments of the Mississippi Valley, which was selected as 
the first publication of the recently established Smithsonian Institution. 

Squier and Davis approached their task without many of the pre- 
conceptions and pet theories of their predecessors on the Moundbuilder 
question: “With no hypothesis to combat or sustain, and with a desire only 
to arrive at truth, whatever its bearings upon received theories and cur- 
rent prejudices, everything like mere speculation has been avoided” 
(1848:xxxvii1). 

Ancient Monuments of the Mississippi Valley is a descriptive work, with 
more than two hundred drawings in its three hundred or so pages. Squier 
and Davis were quite systematic in their investigations. Generally, they clas- 
sified the various kinds of earthworks according to the empirical data of 
form and content as deduced from their detailed surveys and excavations. 
However, they also made unwarranted assumptions concerning the func- 
tion of the different earthwork types. 
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Figure 7.4 Ephraim Squier and Edwin Davis conducted a detailed survey of the 
mounds of the Ohio Valley and “western” United States in the 1840s, producing beau- 
tiful drawings of earthworks like these enclosures in Newark, Ohio. (From Ancient 
Monuments of the Mississippi Valley, AMS Press and Peabody Museum of Archaeology 
and Ethnology, Harvard University) 


In any event, they arranged and described the earthworks as follows: 


4 
1. Defensive enclosures—earth embankments surrounding high, flat 
plateaus 


2. Sacred enclosures—earth embankments surrounding areas of from a 
few up to more than 50 acres (Figure 7.4); also, effigy mounds 
(mounds in the shapes of animals; see Figure 7.1 top) 


3. Altar mounds—tumuli within sacred enclosures, with burned layers 
showing possible use as sacrificial altars 

4. Sepulture or burial mounds—conical mounds, 6 to 80 feet in height 
overlying human burials that contained grave goods (see Figure 7.1 
bottom) 

5. Temple mounds—truncated pyramids, some enormous, with pathways 
leading to the top where flat platforms, sometimes of a few acres, were 
found and where temples may have stood (see Figure 7.2) 


6. Anomalous mounds—oddly shaped or unique mounds 
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Squier and Davis describe in great detail and depict in beautifully ren- 
dered drawings the artifacts that are found in association with the mounds: 
ceramics, metal implements and ornaments, stone and bone objects, sculp- 
tures, and inscribed stones. In a number of places in their book, they com- 
pare these objects with those found,in other parts of the world, but never 
attempt to make a direct connection. Nevertheless, Squier and Davis are ex- 
plicit in maintaining that the quality of artwork found in the mounds is “im- 
measurably beyond anything which the North American Indians are known 
to produce, even to this day” (1848:272). 

Squier and Davis conclude their report by suggesting a “connection, 
more or less intimate” (p. 301) between the Moundbuilders and the civiliza- 
tions of Mexico, Central America, and Peru. Ultimately, it seems, they do 
subscribe to the idea that the Moundbuilders were a group separate from 
and culturally superior to the North American Indians. At least they ascribe 
an indigenous, New World source for the Moundbuilders and refrain from 
speculating about who, precisely, they might have been and where, ulti- 
mately, they came from. 


The Moundbuilder Mystery Solved 


The late nineteenth century saw a continuation of interest in the Mound- 
builders. Then, in 1882, an entomologist from Illinois, Cyrus Thomas, was 
hired to direct a Division of Mound Exploration within the Bureau of Amer- 
ican Ethnology. An amendment to a federal appropriations bill in the U.S. 
House of Representatives directed that $5,000 of the $25,000 B.A.E. budget 
be devoted solely to the solution of the Moundbuilder mystery. With this 
funding, Thomas initiated the most extensive and intensive study yet con- 
ducted on the Moundbuilder question. The result was more than seven 
hundred pages submitted as an annual report of the Bureau in 1894 
(Thomas 1894). 

Above all else, Thomas's approach was empirical; he thought it neces- 
sary to collect as much information as possible before suggesting hypothe- 
ses about mound function, age, origins, and cultural affiliation. Whereas 
Squier and Davis focused on about 200 mounds mostly in Ohio, Thomas 
and his assistants investigated 2,000 mound sites in twenty-one states. He 
gathered over 40,000 artifacts, which became part of the Smithsonian Insti- 
tution’s collection. After amassing so much information, Thomas was not 
afraid to come to a conclusion on the Moundbuilder mystery. Whereas 
Squier and Davis devote 6 pages to their conclusions regarding the mounds, 
Thomas provides a 136-page discussion on the identity of the Moundbuilder 
culture. Thomas’s work was a watershed, both in terms of answering the 
specific question of who had built the mounds and in terms of the develop- 
ment of American archaeology. 
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For Thomas the important question was simple and succinct: “Were 
the mounds built by the Indians?” (1894:21). He went about answering this 
question by responding to the arguments—presented earlier in this chap- 
ter—against identifying Indians as the Moundbuilders. 


1. Indian culture was too primitive. 


To the claim that Indians were too primitive to have attained 
the level of civilization reached by the Moundbuilders, Thomas 
responded that it was difficult to conceive 

why writers should so speak of them who had access to older 
records giving accounts of the habits and customs of the Indian 
tribes when first observed by European navigators and explor- 
ers ... when the records, almost without exception notice the 
fact that . . . they were generally found from the Mississippi to 
the Atlantic dwelling in settled villages and cultivating the soil. 
(p. 615) 


For example, de Soto’s chronicler, known to us only as the “Gen- 
tleman of Elvas,” mentions great walled towns of as many as five or 
six thousand people encountered by these explorers (1611:122). It is 
clear from his descriptions of Indian settlements that there was a large, 
sedentary, “civilized” population in the American Southeast in the six- 
teenth century. 

In another example, William Bartram, a botanist from Philadel- 
phia, began his travels through the Southeast in 1773. In his book 
enumerating his experiences, he also describes scores of heavily popu- 
lated Indian towns; in one case he mentions traveling through nearly 
two continuous miles of cultivated fields of corn and beans (1791:285). 
He estimates the population of a large town called Uche to be as many 
as fifteen hundred people (p. 313), and he was very much impressed 
with how substantially built their structures were. 

So, in Thomas’s view and in fact, evidence indicated that at least 
some Indian cultures were agricultural and sedentary, with people liv- 
ing in large population centers. They clearly would have been cul- 
turally and practically capable of constructing monumental 
earthworks. 


2. Mound culture was older than Indian culture. 


In reference to the presumed great age of the earthworks, Thomas 
denigrates the accuracy of dating the mounds on the basis of tree- 
ring counts. On this point, he was wrong; the age of at least some of 
the mounds may have been more accurately estimated by some of 
the ancient race enthusiasts. Thomas incorrectly thought many had 
been built after European arrival in the New World. Ultimately, how- 
ever, the age of the mounds was only a problem if one accepted the 
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then-current notion that the Indians were relatively recent arrivals. We 
now know that Native Americans first arrived in the New World more 
than 13,000 years ago (see Chapter 5), and the mounds are all substan- 
tially younger. 


. There were alphabetically inscribed tablets in the mounds. 


Thomas had quite a bit to say concerning the supposed inscribed 
stone tablets. Though the myth of a vanished race of Moundbuilders 
was based largely on misinterpretation of actual archaeological and 
ethnographic data, hoaxes involving inscribed tablets also were 
woven into its fabric. 

For example, in 1838, during an excavation of a large mound in 
Grave Creek, West Virginia, two burial chambers were found con- 
taining three human skeletons, thousands of shell beads, copper 
ornaments, and other artifacts. Among these other artifacts was a 
sandstone disk with more than twenty alphabetic characters variously 
identified as Celtic, Greek, Anglo-Saxon, Phoenician, Runic, and 
Etruscan (Schoolcraft 1854). Translations varied tremendously and 
had in common only the fact that they were meaningless. The disk 
was certainly a fraud. 

Given the popularity of the notion that the Indians may have 
descended from one of the Lost Tribes of Israel (Chapter 5), it is not 
surprising that suggestions were made that at least some of the 
Moundbuilders themselves represented a group of ancient Jewish 
migrants from the Holy Land. The so-called Newark Holy Stones 
(Figure 7.5) seemed to support this notion (Applebaum 1996). 

In the summer of 1860, David Wyrick, a professional land 
surveyor and ardent amateur archaeologist, continued his ongoing 
explorations of an impressive group of mounds and enclosures in 
Newark, Ohio (Lepper and Gill 2000). Immediately to the east of 
the large octagonal enclosure (see Figure 7.4), Wyrick discovered 
a 6-inch by 2%-inch, polished stone object with clearly recognizable 
Hebrew letters etched onto its surface (see Figure 7.5, top). Wyrick 
must have been ecstatic at this discovery because it seemed to supply 
proof for his own deeply held belief that the New World Mound- 
builders were members of the Lost Tribes of Israel. Hebrew writing 
found in a mound in Ohio would have seemed to confirm this 
hypothesis. 

Unschooled in the Hebrew language, Wyrick took the ob- 
ject, called the Keystone, to a local minister who could translate it. 
The Reverend John W. McCarty determined that on each of its 
four faces, the messages read, respectively, “the laws of Jehovah,” 
“the Word of the Lord,” “the Holy of Holies,” and “the King of 
the Earth.” 
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Figure 7.5 The so-called Keystone, the first 
of the Newark Holy Stones found in Ohio, 
was presumed by some to have been pro- 
duced by ancient Israelites who visited the 
American Midwest some 2,000 years ago 
(top; courtesy of the Johnson-Humrickhouse 
Museum, Coshocton, Ohio). The Decalogue, 
the second of the Newark Holy Stones, was 
written in a more ancient version of Hebrew 
than the Keystone, bearing an enumera- 

tion of the Ten Commandments (bottom; 
courtesy of the Johnson-Humrickhouse 
Museum). The “Calendar Stone,” one of 

the Davenport Tablets (middle; Proceedings 
of the Davenport Academy of Natural 
Sciences, No. 1), was found in Davenport, 
lowa. The Hebrew inscription on the Holy 
Stones and the Calendar Stone’s assortment 
of Old World scripts seemed to point to a 
non-Indian origin for the mounds. It is now 
accepted by most that all three were hoaxes. 
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Several months after the discovery of the Keystone, none other 
than David Wyrick discovered yet another stone with Hebrew writing 
on it in a mound located just a few miles south of Newark. This was a 
far more elaborately carved object: a limestone tablet, covered on all of 
its many faces with Hebrew letters of an entirely different vintage 
from the characters on the Keystone. This stone became known as the 
“Decalogue” when its translation revealed it to be a version of the Ten 
Commandments; the person around whom the commandments were 
carved was identified as Moses (see Figure 7.5, bottom). 

Some hailed these artifacts as proof of an ancient Jewish presence 
in Ohio. Others claimed the inscribed stones were proof of the authen- 
ticity of the Book of Mormon, and still others thought the stones were 
proof that not ancient Jews, but ancient Masons had built the mounds. 
Many others were skeptical. The Keystone was written in a modern 
version of Hebrew, and the alphabet on the Decalogue stone seemed 
to reflect a more ancient script that, nevertheless, contained anachro- 
nisms indicating it had been carved in the nineteenth century. Besides 
this, if both stones were legitimate, how is it that ancient Jews in 
North America were, at the same time, writing in two different 
versions of Hebrew traceable to different time periods in their home- 
land? Or, if the first stone was a fraud, how likely was it that a 
genuine stone with ancient Hebrew writing would coincidentally be 
found just a few miles from the spot where hoaxsters had recently 
planted a fake stone with modern Hebrew on it? These questions do 
not even begin to touch on broader, cultural issues: There is no ancient 
(or modern) Jewish practice of constructing burial mounds, yet it was 
being proposed that ancient Jews had built the burial mounds found 
in North America; neither the Keystone or the Decalogue bear any re- 
semblance whatsoever to any artifact ever found associated with Jew- 
ish culture. 

In a wonderful piece of detective work, Brad Lepper and Jeff Gill 
(2000) have traced the cast of characters in this story and unraveled 
what clearly was a hoax. They point out that in 1839, Reverend 
McCarty’s bishop, Charles Petit McIlvaine, had predicted that artifacts 
linking the Moundbuilders to the Bible would one day be found. The 
ambitious Reverend McCarty was deeply involved after the discovery 
of the Holy Stones; he may also have been deeply involved before 
they were “found.” As Lepper and Gill conclude, in a general sense, 
the purpose of the hoax may have been “to encompass the prehistory 
of the New World with the biblical history of the Old” and to show 
that all people could be connected to the first people whom God had 
created and placed in the Garden of Eden (Lepper and Gill 2000:25). 
There had been no ancient Israelites in Ohio, after all, but only 
nineteenth-century hoaxsters intent on convincing people of the accu- 
racy of the Bible. 
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In another hoax, the Reverend Jacob Gass discovered two 
inscribed slate tablets, in 1877, in a mound on a farm in Davenport, 
Iowa (McKusick 1991). One of the tablets had a series of inscribed con- 
centric circles with enigmatic signs believed by some to be Zodiacal. 
The other tablet had various animal figures, a tree, and a few other 
marks on one face. The reverse face had a series of apparently alpha- 
betic characters from half a dozen different languages across the top, 
and the depiction of a presumed cremation scene on the bottom (see 
Figure 7.5, middle). Gass discovered or came into possession of a 
number of other enigmatic artifacts ostensibly associated with the 
Moundbuilder culture, including another inscribed tablet and two 
pipes whose bowls were carved into the shape of elephants. 

Thomas launched an in-depth investigation of the tablets. He 
believed that he had identified the source of the bizarre, multiple- 
alphabetic inscription. Webster’s unabridged dictionary of 1872 pre- 
sented a sample of characters from ancient alphabets. All of the letters 
on the tablet were in the dictionary, and most were close copies. 
Thomas suggested that the dictionary was the source for the tablet 
inscription (1894:641—42). 

Beyond this, McKusick (1991) has discerned the presence of low- 
ercase Greek letters on the Davenport tablet. Lowercase Greek letters 
were not invented until medieval times. McKusick has also identified 
Arabic numbers, Roman letters, musical clefs, and ampersands (&) on 
the Davenport tablet. Their presence is clear proof of the fraudulent 
nature of the stone. In fact, no genuine artifacts containing writing in 
any Old World alphabet have ever been found in any of the mounds 
(see Chapter 6 regarding the authenticity of other supposed ancient 
inscriptions in North America). 


. Indians were never witnessed building mounds and had no knowledge of who 
had built them. 


We next come to the claim that Indians were not moundbuilders 
at the time of European contact, nor did they know who had built the 
mounds in their own territories. Thomas shows that this is, quite sim- 
ply, false. De Soto’s chronicler, the Gentleman of Elvas, mentions the 
construction and use of mounds almost immediately in his sixteenth- 
century narrative. Describing the Indian town of Ucita, he writes, “The 
lordes house stoode neere the shore upon a very hie mount, made by 
hand for strength” (1611:25). 

Garcilaso de la Vega compiled the notes of some of the 311 
survivors of the de Soto expedition. He describes how the Indians 
constructed the mounds on which temples and the houses of chiefs 
were placed: “They built up such sites with the strength of their arms, 
piling up large quantities of earth and stamping on it with great force 
until they have formed a mound from twenty-eight to forty-two feet 
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Figure 7.6 The notion that Indians could not have built the mounds was supported 
by the contention that no historical Indian group had ever been observed building or 
using earthworks. Yet such a claim was clearly inaccurate. A number of written reports 
and even artistic depictions, like this one produced by Jacques Le Moyne in northeast- 
ern Florida in the 1560s, bore witness to mound use—here in a burial ceremony—by 
indigenous tribes. (From Report on the Mound Explorations of the Bureau of American 
Ethnology, by Cyrus Thomas) 


in height” (cited in Silverberg 1989:19). Beyond this, sixteenth-century 
artists depicted Indian burial practices that included building mounds 
for the interment of chiefs (Figure 7.6). 

Nearly two hundred years later, at the turn of the eighteenth cen- 
tury, French travelers lived among the Natchez Indians at the mouth 
of the Mississippi River. They described the principal town of these 
agricultural Indians as possessing a mound 100 feet around at its base, 
with the houses of leaders located on smaller mounds (Du Pratz 1774). 
William Bartram, at the end of the eighteenth century, mentions the 
fact that the houses of chiefs are placed on eminences. Even as late as 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, William Clark, co-leader of 
the Lewis and Clark expedition to the American West noted: 


I observed artificial mounds (or as I may more justly term graves) 
which to me is strong evidence of this country being once 
thickly settled. The Indians of the Missouris still keep up the 
custom of burying their dead on high ground. (Bakeless 1964:34) 
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Figure 7.7 Moundbuilder 
metallurgy was restricted 
to the use of naturally oc- 
curring pure copper with- 
out smelting, casting, or 
alloying. This photograph 
shows a hammered cop- 
per sheet depicting what 
may be a shaman or a 
priest in a bird costume. 
This artifact was found at a 
well-known mound site, 
Etowah, in Georgia. 
(Smithsonian Institution; 
Catalogue Number 91117) 





There clearly was ample historical evidence of Indians building 
and using mounds. The reason for the demise of at least some of the 
mound-building cultures of the Southeast was that de Soto acciden- 
tally introduced smallpox into these populations (Ramenofsky 1987). 
Exposed to this deadly disease for the first time, the indigenous peo- 
ple had no immunity to it and died in great numbers. Large mound 
sites were abandoned as a result of the tragic consequences of this 
deadly epidemic. 


. Metal objects found in the mounds were beyond the metallurgical skills of 
the Indians. 


Thomas carefully assessed the claim that some mound artifacts 
exhibited a sophistication in metallurgy attained only by Old World 
cultures. Not relying on rumors, Thomas actually examined many of 
the artifacts in question. His conclusion: all such artifacts were made 
of so-called native copper (Figure 7.7). Certainly this implied extensive 
trade networks. Michigan was the source for much of the raw material 
used in copper artifacts found as far away as Florida. There was no 
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evidence, however, for metallurgical skills the Indians were not 
known to have possessed. 

Thomas clearly had marshalled more evidence on the Mound- 
builder question than had anyone before him. In a rather restrained 
fashion, he comes to this conclusion: “It is proper to state at this point, 
however, that the author believes the theory which attributes these 
works to the Indians ... to be the correct one...” (1894:610). 


With the publication of Thomas’s Report on the Mound Explorations of 
the Bureau of American Ethnology, Moundbuilder archaeology had come of 
age. Its content was so detailed, its conclusions so reasonable that, though 
not accepted by all, the myth of a vanished race had been dealt a fatal blow. 


Rationale for the Myth 
of a Vanished Race 


The myth of a non-Indian, vanished race of Moundbuilders was predicated 
not on a hoax or series of hoaxes but on ignorance and selective acceptance 
of the data. Silverberg’s thesis that the vanished race myth was politically 
motivated is well founded; it was, as he says, “comforting to the conquerors” 
(1989:48). 

If the Indians were not the builders of the mounds and the bearers of a 
culture that impressed even the rather ethnocentric European colonizers of 
America, it made wiping out the presumably savage and primitive natives 
less troublesome. And, if Europeans could further convince themselves that 
the Indians were very recent interlopers—in fact, the very invaders who had 
savagely destroyed the gentle and civilized Moundbuilders—so much the 
better. And finally, if it could be shown that the Moundbuilders were, in ac- 
tuality, ancient European travelers to the Western Hemisphere, the circle 
was complete. In destroying the Indian people, Europeans in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries could rationalize that they were only giving back 
to the Indians what they had meted out to the Moundbuilders and, in a 
sense, were merely reclaiming territory once held by ancient Europe. The 
Moundbuilder myth was not just the result of a harmless prank or a confus- 
ing hoax. It was part of an attempt to justify the destruction of American In- 
dian societies. We owe it to them to set the record straight. 


Current Perspectives: The Moundbuilders 


An enormous amount of research has been conducted on the Moundbuilder 
culture in the last hundred years. We now realize that there was not one 
Moundbuilder culture but several (Figure 7.8). The oldest evidence for 
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Figure 7.8 Location of Adena and Hopewell heartlands in the United States. Clearly, 
the geographical focus of Moundbuilder culture was the river valleys of the American 


Midwest and Southeast. 
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Figure 7.9 The concentric mounds of the Poverty Point site in Louisiana are more 
than 3,200 years old and reflect the work of a large, organized labor force among the 
native people whom we today call the Moundbuilders. (From Images of the Past, 2nd 
edition, by T. Douglas Price and Gary M. Feinman, 1997). 


mound building in North America has been found at the Watson Brake site 
in Louisiana and dates to 5,400 to 5,000 years ago (Saunders et al. 1997). 
There, a people reliant on hunting and gathering for their subsistence con- 
structed a complex of eleven earthworks, including mounds and enclosures. 
The largest among the mounds is 7.5 meters (25 feet) in height. The great an- 
tiquity of Watson Brake is a clear indication that mound building has a very 
long history in North America. It also is geographically widespread, with 
ancient earthworks found throughout the American Southeast, Midwest, 
and northern plains. 

Also in Louisiana, dating to a little before 3,250 year ago, are the 
Poverty Point earthworks. Monumental in scale, they consist of a series of 
six segmented, concentric earth ridges enclosing a rough half-circle with a 
radius of 0.65 kilometers (2,100 feet) (Figure 7.9). Each of the ridges is about 
24 meters (80 feet) wide at its base, 3.5 meters (10 feet) tall, and separated 
from adjacent ridges by about 45 meters (150 feet). Altogether there are 9.65 
kilometers (6 miles) of these ridges at Poverty Point enclosing a central plaza 
of about 37 acres. If the soil to produce Poverty Point had been mounded up 
in 50-pound basket loads, it would have taken 30 million such loads to com- 
plete the monument (Kopper 1986). 

The tops of the earth ridges were living surfaces where archaeologists 
have found the remains of hearths and trash pits. Though there is evidence 
of domesticated squash at Poverty Point, wild foods, especially fish and 
other aquatic resources, seem to have been the mainstays of the diet. The 
construction of the Poverty Point earthworks necessitated the existence of a 
large labor force coordinated through a complex social and political struc- 
ture more than 3,000 years ago. 
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The conical burial mounds that developed in the Ohio River valley 
have been divided into two cultures: the Adena and the Hopewell (Lepper 
1995a). These both involved burial cults, long-distance trade, and the pro- 
duction of fine crafts and artwork and are differentiated on the basis of cer- 
tain artifact types. Adena is earlier, dating to as much as 2,800 years ago. 
Hopewell emerged from Adena about 2,200 years ago and likely represents 
what is essentially a flowering of Adena culture, though there is extensive 
chronological overlap between the two patterns. (In other words, not all of 
those we call Adena developed into Hopewell at the same time.) 

Adena and Hopewell people lived in small towns located across much 
of southern and central Ohio and surrounding states to the south and west. 
Though we usually think of Native American subsistence as based on corn, 
very little evidence for that crop has been found at either Adena or Hopewell 
sites. The Hopewell people especially are known to have relied on the culti- 
vation of local seed plants like sunflower, knotweed, maygrass, goosefoot, 
and marsh elder, as well as squash, crops that were part of an indigenous 
agricultural revolution that took place before the movement of corn into the 
region from Mexico (Smith 1995). Hunting and gathering wild plant foods 
continued to contribute to the subsistence quest. 

The burial mounds themselves mark the remains of either individuals 
or groups of people, almost certainly the “important” religious, social, and 
political leaders of Adena or Hopewell society. Some of these mounds are 
quite impressive, covering several acres and reaching 70 or 80 feet in height. 
Mound 25 at the Hopewell Mound Group in Ohio is particularly striking; it 
is 150 meters (500 feet) long, 55 meters (180 feet) wide, and 9 meters (30 feet) 
high (Lepper 1995a). Mound City in Chillicothe, Ohio, is another significant 
site, a virtual necropolis, or “city of the dead,” consisting of twenty-three 
burial mounds surrounded by an earth embankment (Figure 7.10). 

A widespread trade network brought natural resources to the Adena/ 
Hopewell from all over the United States: copper and silver from the Great 
Lakes region were made into finely crafted goods and placed in the graves 
of those buried in the mounds; turtle shells, pearls, and conch shells from 
the Gulf of Mexico traveled up the major river systems of eastern North 
America and were also included in the burials of the Adena and Hopewell; 
obsidian from the Rocky Mountains and quartz crystals and mica from the 
Appalachian Mountains made long journeys into the hands of the elite of 
Adena/Hopewell society. 

Some of these sites of extensive earthworks include earthen-wall- 
enclosed spaces of unknown purpose. For example, in Newark, Ohio, a se- 
ries of long, narrow, earthen walls about 5 feet high enclose an octagonal 
plot of more than 40 acres, which is in turn connected by two parallel earthen 
walls to an enormous circular area of more than 20 acres, also enclosed with 
an earth wall several feet high (see Figure 7.4). This large earthwork is lo- 
cated at the endpoint of what appears to have been a 60-mile-long ceremo- 
nial road demarcated by two earthen walls approximately 200 feet apart and 
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Figure 7.10 Mound City in Chillicothe, Ohio, is a virtual city of the dead. The site 
consists of twenty-three burial mounds—a few of which can be seen here—within a 
13-acre enclosure demarcated by an earth embankment. (K. L. Feder) 


perhaps as much as 8 to 10 feet in height (Lepper 1995b). Connecting sacred 
or ceremonial mound sites and enclosures, these “roads” may have been 
used by pilgrims visiting the sites for religious observances—perhaps burial 
ceremonies or worship services. The earthworks tocated atong these cere- 
monial roads appear to have been aligned in reference to important loca- 
tions along the horizon, places where the sun and moon rise and set at 
certain dates during the year. Archaeologist Brad Lepper (1998) suggests 
that these astronomical alignments are not coincidental but indicate a de- 
tailed knowledge of the movements of the sun and moon, perhaps incorpo- 
rated into calendar ceremonies practiced by the Moundbuilder people. 
These sites and the ceremonial roadways are examples of the ability otf the 
Adena/ Hopewell to organize a large labor force and produce works of mon- 
umentat proportions. 

Later developments in the Mississippi River valley and the American 
Southeast represent a different pattern. During this period, called the Mis- 
sissippian, the major temple mound sites were not just places ot burial but 
were also the central places or capital towns of increasingly complex seci- 
eties, called “chiefdoms.” The labor of a sizable population was conscripted 
by the leaders of temple mound societies to construct large, truncated (cut 
off at the top) pyramids of earth. Cahokia was the largest and most impres- 
sive of these—and the only one with a resident population of a size and den- 
sity that approaches an urban character. There were, however, many others 
like Etowah in Georgia and Moundville in Alabama that, though smaller in 
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size and complexity, with fewer and smaller monumental earthworks, nev- 
ertheless represent development of complex, indigenous societies in the pe- 
riod after A.D. 1000. 

The temple Moundbuilders grew maize and squash and later added 
domesticated beans to their diet. The chemical analysis of their bones shows 
a dramatic shift to a diet reliant on maize at around A.D. 1000 (Smith 1995). 
They fished in the rivers and hunted in the forests and continued to gather 
wild plant foods, including acorn and hickory. The enormous food surplus 
made possible by agriculture likely allowed for the support of a class of 
priests and the attendant nobility and artisans. 

Old World civilizations such as those of ancient Egypt and Sumer and 
New World civilizations including the Aztec and Maya are marked by strat- 
ified social systems. Kings, emperors, or pharaohs ruled with the help of 
noble and priestly classes. The nature of social stratification is exhibited 
quite clearly in the archaeology of their deaths; the tombs of pharaohs and 
kings are large and sumptuous with concentrations of finely crafted artwork, 
rare or exotic (and presumably expensive) materials, and even the presence 
of retainers—people killed and buried with the ruler to accompany him or 
her to the afterlife. 





Figure 7.11 Map showing the location of the burials at Mound 72 at Cahokia. The 
primary burial is that of a young man, laid out on a bed of more than twenty thousand 
mother-of-pearl shell beads. The great wealth reflected in the materials with which he 
was buried and the likelihood that some of the secondary burials represent human sac- 
rifices suggest that the primary burial in Mound 72 was that of an important person, 
perhaps a ruler of ancient Cahokia. (Courtesy William Fowler) 
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Figure 7.12 A small sample of the more than one thousand finely crafted stone pro- 
jectile points buried with one of Cahokia’s leaders in Mound 72. (Cahokia Mounds 
State Historic Site) 


Cahokia, too, has evidence of just such a burial (Fowler 1974:20-22, 
1975:7-8). Mound 72 represents the interment of members of a royal family 
of Cahokia (Figure 7.11). A young man was laid out on a platform of twenty 
thousand perforated mother-of-pearl shell beads that had, perhaps, been 
woven into a burial cloak. A cache of more than one thousand stone arrow- 
points had been placed in his tomb (Figure 7.12). Nearby, three women and 
three men were buried, accompanied by stone weapons made from materi- 
als imported from Oklahoma and Arkansas as well as by sheets of mica from 
North Carolina. A 2- by 3-foot sheet of copper from Michigan had also been 
included in their burial. 

Another part of the mound contained the burials of four men, decapi- 
tated and with their hands cut off. Close by were the remains of fifty women, 
all in their late teens and early twenties. These may have been individuals 
whose lives were sacrificed for the presumed needs of the rulers in their 
lives after death, but this remains speculation. : 

The evidence at Cahokia and other temple mound sites, as well as at 
sites of the Adena and Hopewell cultures, is clear. American Indians pro- 
duced cultures of great sophistication and complexity. The only mystery 
that remains is why more Americans are not aware of the legacy of these in- 
digenous civilizations. 
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> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. Some of the mounds are huge. Where did all the dirt come from to build the 
mounds? 


The dirt came from the immediate vicinity of the mounds. Huge quan- 
tities were excavated using wooden shovels and stone- and shell-bladed 
hoes. The dirt was carried by basket. In the vicinity of some of the larger 
mounds, enormous borrow pits (extensive, but not terribly deep) represent 
the source areas for the dirt used to build the mounds. 


2. How long did it take to build a mound? 


The time it takes to build a mound depends on how many people are 
working and the size of the mound being consiructed. In the early 1980s an 
experiment was conducted in mound building at the Kampsville campus 
of the University of Illinois. About twenty-five people constructed a small 
mound, transporting and piling up more than six hundred basket loads of 
dirt. They did not have to dig the dirt up; it had already been loosely piled 
for them. This certainly saved them quite a bit of time and effort. It took 
this group the better part of an afternoon to construct a mound about 5 feet 
high with a diameter of about 20 feet at its base for a volume of a little more 
than 500 cubic feet. Compare this to Monks Mound at Cahokia, with its vol- 
ume of 20 million cubic feet. Certainly large mounds were an enormous un- 
dertaking, demanding the labor of large numbers of people for extended 
periods of time. 








> BEST OF THE WEB < 


A 
http://medicine.wustl.edu/~mckinney/cahokia/cahokia.html 
The official page of the Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site. View pho- 
tographs, read about the archaeology of the site, and see a listing of events 
open to the public at the site and museum. 
http://www.ua.edu/academic/museums/moundville/ 
Visit the Moundville site in Alabama, by some measurements second only 
to Cahokia among temple mound sites in terms of the size of the commu- 
nity—and size of the earthen pyramids. 
http://www.cartersville.k12.ga.us/mounds2.html 
Home page of the impressive Moundbuilder archaeological site, Etowah, in 
Georgia. 
http://cas.memphis.edu/chucalissa/ 
Take a virtual tour of the Chucalissa mound site in Tennessee. 


176 The Myth of the Moundbuilders 


http://www. mississippian-artifacts.com/ 

A wonderful resource, loaded with photographs—accompanied by thought- 
ful discussions—of some of the fine art and craft of Mississipian Mound- 
builder stone, ceramic, shell, and beadwork. 

http://www.cr.nps.gov/ aad/feature/feature.htm 

Lengthy discussion of Moundbuilder culture. 


http://www.geocities.com/~kithutch/ 


Links to a number of sites discussing Native Americans, including the 
Moundbuilders. 





> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISE < 





Using the deductive approach outlined in Chapter 2, how would you test 
these hypotheses? In each case, what archaeological and biological data 
must you find to conclude that the hypothetical statement is an accurate as- 
sertion, that it describes what actually happened in the ancient human past? 


e The mounds found throughout the American Midwest and South- 
east were the product of an indigenous people. 

e The mounds found throughout the American Midwest and South- 
east were the product of invaders from Europe who later were dis- 
placed by the ancestors of American Indians. 


D@DODOOO®D RB OOOO OOOO 


Lost: One 
Continent—Reward 


It was a beautiful land. Its people, gentle and fair, artistic and intelligent, 
created the most wonderful society the world has ever known. Their cities 
were splendid places, interwoven with blue canals and framed by crystal 
towers gently arching skyward. From its seaports, ships were sent out to the 
corners of the globe, gathering in abundant raw materials needed by its arti- 
sans and giving in return something far more valuable—civilization. The 
wondrous achievements of the archaic world can be traced to the genius of 
this singular ancient land. The cultures of the ancient Egyptians and the 
Maya, the civilizations of China and India, the Inka, the Moundbuilders, 
and the Sumerians were all derived from this source of civilization. 

But tragedy was to strike down this great nation. In a cataclysmic up- 
heaval of incomprehensible proportions, this beautiful land and its people 
were destroyed in a day and a night. Earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and 
tidal waves, with forces never before or since unleashed by nature, shattered 
the crystal towers, sunk the great navy, and created a holocaust of incalcula- 
ble sorrow. 

All that remains are the traces of those derivative cultures that bene- 
fited from contact with this most spectacular source of all culture. But an- 
cient Egypt, the Aztecs, the Maya, the Chinese Shang, the Moundbuilders, 
and the rest, as impressive as they were, could have been only the palest of 
shadows, the most tepid of imitations of the source of all human civilization. 

This is the great irony of prehistoric archaeology; the most important 
of ancient cultures is beyond the grasp of even those archaeologists who 
investigate the corpses of great civilizations. For the original civilization of 
which I speak, the source of all human achievement, is Atlantis, the island 
continent civilization that was obliterated beneath the seething waters of 
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the Atlantic more than 11,000 years ago. Atlantis the fair; Atlantis the 
beautiful; Atlantis the source. Yes, and Atlantis the myth. It simply did 
not exist. 


Atlantis: The Source of the Legend 


Unlike many legends, the source of the Atlantis story is quite easy to trace. 
It all started with the Greek philosopher Plato. Plato was born in 429 or 428 
B.C. He became a disciple of another great philosopher, Socrates, in about 
410 B.c. and established his own school in 386 B.c. He was well known in 
his own time and is, of course, still studied and considered a great thinker 
more than 2,000 years after his death. 

Plato apparently believed that the best way to teach was to engage his 
students in dialogues. Plato wrote many of his philosophical treatises in a 
dialogue format as well. Readers who insist that the entire Atlantean dia- 
logues are genuine history may be unaware, however, that even the context 
of Plato’s dialogues is fictitious. The dialogues were largely imaginary con- 
versations between Socrates and his students. The actual discussions Plato 
reported on never really took place; the published dialogues were not sim- 
ply stenographic records. They usually included real people, but some of 
them lived at different times. In fact, the Critias who tells the Atlantis story 
has been identified as Plato’s maternal great-grandfather (Lee 1965). 

The late entertainer and writer Steve Allen once produced a fascinat- 
ing television show using a similar device. In Meeting of the Minds actors and 
actresses portraying famous historical figures discussed and debated impor- 
tant philosophical issues. On a given night Abraham Lincoln, Cleopatra, 
Genghis Khan, and Mohandas Gandhi would all discuss one issue—for ex- 
ample, slavery. Each of these historical figures was portrayed by an actor 
or actress well-versed in the perspective of the individual he or she was 
playing. Of course, the real people being depicted never actually discussed 
slavery with each other; they lived in different parts of the world at differ- 
ent times. The point was to imagine how such a conversation might have 
gone. Plato used a similar technique to challenge, teach, and entertain his 
readers. 

It has been suggested that Plato used this format to present sometimes 
quite controversial ideas of his own without getting in trouble with the au- 
thorities—he could always claim that the opinions were not his but those of 
the people engaging in the dialogues (Shorey 1933). The format also allowed 
Plato to argue both sides of an issue without taking a stand himself. 

The story of the Lost Continent of Atlantis was presented in two of 
Plato’s dialogues: Timaeus and Critias. These dialogues, written sometime 
between 359 B.C. and Plato’s death in 347 B.C. are referred to by the names of 
the individuals who play the most significant roles in the discussions. 
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The Timaeus Dialogue 


The Timaeus dialogue begins, oddly enough, with Socrates taking atten- 
dance. Socrates then refers to the previous day’s discussion of the “perfect” 
society. It is clear in this context that the discourse Plato is referring to is his 
most famous dialogue, the Republic, actually written several years before 
Timaeus. Here, we are being asked by Plato to go along with the fiction that 
the Republic dialogue, where the nature of a perfect society had been dis- 
cussed in great detail, was the product of yesterday’s conversation. 

Socrates next summarizes the characteristics of the conjectural perfect 
culture presented in the Republic. Artisans and husbandmen would be sepa- 
rated from the military; and those in the military would be merciful, would 
be trained in “gymnastic” and music, would live communally, and would 
own no gold or silver or any private property. 

Socrates, however, then despairs of hypothetical discussions, like the 
one presented in the Republic, of such a perfect society: 


I might compare myself to a person who, on beholding beautiful ani- 
mals either created by the painter’s art or, better still, alive but at rest, is 
seized with a desire of seeing them in motion or engaged in some strug- 
gle or conflict to which their forms appear suited. (Hutchins 1952:443; 
all quotations from Plato’s dialogues are from this translation) 


Socrates next gives what amounts to an assignment: 


I should like to hear some one tell of our own city [his hypothetical per- 
fect society] carrying on a struggle against her neighbors, and how she 
went out to war in a becoming manner, and when at war showed by the 
greatness of her actions and the magnanimity of her words, in dealing 
with other cities a result worthy of her training and education. (p. 443) 


Socrates even explicitly instructs his students to engage “our city ina 
suitable war” to show how the perfect society would perform. One of those 
present, Hermocrates, tells Socrates that a fellow student, Critias, knows the 
perfect story. Critias then begins to give the account: “Then listen, Socrates, 
to a tale which though strange, is certainly true...” (p. 444). 

Critias says that he heard this “true” story from his grandfather, who 
related the tale at a public gathering on a holiday that Plato scholar Paul 
Friedlander refers to as a kind of April Fool’s Day (1969:383) when prizes 
are awarded for the best narrative. Critias’s grandfather (also named Critias) 
said that he heard it from his father, Dropides, who heard it from the Greek 
sage Solon, who heard it from some unnamed priests in Egypt when he was 
there about 590 B.C. So at best, when we read Plato, we are reading a very 
indirect account of a story that had originated abut 240 years earlier. 

According to the tale told by Critias, the Egyptian priests tell Solon 
that the Greeks are little more than “children” and know nothing of the 
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many cataclysms that befell humanity in ancient times. They then go on to 
tell him of ancient Athens, which “was first in war and in every way the best 
governed of all cities” (p. 445). In fact, it is this ancient Athens which in 
Critias’s story will serve as the model of the perfect state. 

The priests tell Solon of the most heroic deed of the ancient city of 
Athens; it defeated in battle “a mighty power which unprovoked made an 
expedition against the whole of Europe and Asta” (pp. 445-46). They con- 
tinue by describing and identifying the evil power that so threatened the 
rest of the world: “This power came forth out of the Atlantic Ocean. . . an is- 
land situated in front of the straits, which are by you called the Pillars of 
Heracles” (p. 446). (Today they are called the Straits of Gibraltar.) The Egyp- 
tian priests told Solon the name of this great power in the Atlantic Ocean: 
the island nation of Atlantis. 

Ancient Athens was able to subdue mighty Atlantis, which had held 
sway across northern Africa all the way to Egypt. After her defeat in battle, 
all of Atlantis was destroyed in a tremendous cataclysm of earthquakes 
and floods. Unfortunately, ancient Athens also was destroyed in the same 
catastrophe. 

After outlining the Atlantis story, Critias remarks to Socrates: 


When you were speaking yesterday about your city and citizens, the 
tale which I have just been repeating to you came into my mind, and I 
remarked with astonishment how, by some mysterious coincidence, you 
agreed in almost every particular with the narrative of Solon. (p. 446, 
emphasis mine) 


Of course, it was no coincidence; it was how Plato worked Atlantis and an- 
cient Athens into the dialogue. 

Following this brief introduction to the story, Critias cedes the floor to 
Timaeus, who provides a very detailed discussion of his theory of the ori- 
gins of the universe. In the next dialogue, Critias, details of the Atlantis story 
are provided. 


The Critias Dialogue 


Critias appears to have listened well to his teacher’s description of the pee 
fect society; for in his tale ancient Athens, even in detail, matches precisely 
the hypothetical society of Socrates. According to the story Critias told, in 
ancient Athens, artisans and husbandmen were set apart from the military, 
military men owned no private property and possessed no cold or silver, 
and so on. 

Only after first describing ancient Athens does Critias describe At- 
lantis. He relates that Atlantis was originally settled by the Greek god Posei- 
don and a mortal woman, Kleito, who bore him five sets of male twins. All 
Atlanteans were descended from these ten males. The Atlanteans became 
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quite powerful and built a 15-mile-wide city of concentric rings of alternat- 
ing land and water, with palaces, huge canals, towers, and bridges. They 
produced artworks in silver and gold and traded far and wide. They pos- 
sessed a great navy of twelve hundred ships and an army with ten thousand 
chariots. Their empire and their influence expanded exponentially. 

After a time, however, the “divine portion” of their ancestry became 
diluted and the human portion became dominant. As a result, their civiliza- 
tion becarne decadent, the people depraved and greedy. The dialogue re- 
lates that Zeus, the chief god in the Greek pantheon, decided to teach the 
inhabitants of Atlantis a lesson for their avarice and prideful desire to rule 
the world, Zeus gathered the other gods together to relate his plan. The dia- 
logue ends unfinished at just this point, and Plato never returned to it, dying 
just afew years Jater. 


The Source and Meaning 
of Timaeus and Critias 


Though briefly summarized here, this is the entire story of Atlantis as related 
in Plato's dialogues. All else written about Atlantis is derivative, contri ved, 
or invented, 

it is ironic, however, that this source of the popular myth of Atlantis, 
while having spawned some two thousand books and articles (de Camp 
1970) along with a nurnber of periodicals (Atlantis, The Atlantis Quarterly, 
and Atlantis Rising), isn’t really about Atlantis at all. The lost continent is lit- 
tle more than a plot device. The story is about an ostensible ancient Athens. 
Athens is the protagonist, the hero, and the focus of Plato’s tale. Atlantis is 
the antagonist, the ernpire gone bad in whose military defeat by Athens the 
functioning of a perfect society as defined by Socrates can be exemplified. 

Now consider the story that Plato tells: a technologically sophisticated 
but morally bankrupt, evi) empire—Atlantis—atternpts world domination 
by force. The only thing standing in its way is a relatively small group of 
spiritually pure, morally principled, and incorruptible people—the ancient 
Athenians. Overcoming overwhelming numerical and technological odds, 
the Athenians are able to defeat their far more powerful adversary simply 
through the force of their spirit. 

Sound fasniliar? Plato's Atlantean dialogues are essentially an ancient 
Greek version of Star Wars! Think about it: Plato placed Atlantis nine thou- 
sand years before his time, off in the little-known (to the ancient Greeks) At- 
lantic Ocean. Star Wars takes place “A Jong time ago, in a galaxy far, far 
away.” Atlantis, with its sophisticated military and enormous navy, paral- 
lels the Expire with its Stormtroopers and Death Star. The Athenians are the 
counterparts of the ragtag group of rebels led (eventually) by Luke Sky- 
walker. The rebels and the Athenians both are victorious, certainly not be- 
cause they are militarily superior, but why?—because “the Force” is with 
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them both. One more connection can be made; if 9,000 years from now peo- 
ple ask whether the Star Wars saga is actual history, not fiction, it would 
not be too different from our suggesting today that Plato’s story of Atlantis 
really happened. Both stories are myths, used to entertain and to convey 
moral lessons. They are both equally fantastical. 


Who Invented Atlantis? 


In the Timaeus dialogue, Plato has Critias state that Atlantis was destroyed 
more than 9,000 years before Solon’s time (590 B.c.). He contradicts this some- 
what in the Critias dialogue, where Critias states that Atlantis was destroyed 
9,000 years before his present time (350 B.c.). This adds up to a discrepancy 
of about 240 years. Whichever date Plato intended, it is important to point 
out that there are no records of the Atlantis story in Egypt, where Solon is 
supposed to have been told the tale. It is equally instructive to point out that 
chroniclers of the history of Athens, including those who discussed that 
city’s military triumphs in great detail, do not mention a war with a nation 
called or even vaguely sounding like the Atlantis of the dialogues. The best- 
known Greek historian, Herodotus, who lived 100 years before Plato, never 
mentions Atlantis. Also in the fifth century B.C., Thucydides provides a de- 
tailed discourse on the military and political struggles of ancient Athens in 
his book Archaeology, yet he is absolutely silent about Atlantis. He doesn’t 
mention it, even to dispute its existence. It certainly seems that, before Plato, 
there was no tale about Atlantis circulating among Greek thinkers. 

There was a book called Atlantis written by the Greek author Hellani- 
cus that predated the Timaeus and Critias dialogues by about one hundred 
years (Gantz 1993). Only fragments of this work survive and, beyond possi- 
bly providing inspiration for the name Plato gave the lost continent (Castle- 
den 1998), there is no indication Plato derived any of the details of his story 
from Hellanicus. 

Imagine that the War of Independence in the United States had become 
a dimly remembered event, discussed only occasionally by people, many of 
whom were skeptical that it had actually occurred. Now, imagine that, many 
years after that war took place, a respected scholar found an ancient manu- 
script that focused entirely on that war, providing a wealth of information 
about the roots of our nation, the heroism of its founders, as well as the na- 
ture of the empire that held us in subjugation. In revealing a crucial part of 
our history and detailing events that formed us as a nation, that manuscript 
certainly would generate intense discussion after its discovery. Even those 
who were aware of the “legend” of such a war, but still skeptical it had actu- 
ally taken place, would be expected to talk or write about the newly discov- 
ered document, presenting their arguments for why they were still skeptical 
about the historicity of the war. 
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Now consider Plato’s story of a conflict between Athens and Atlantis, 
which surely would have been viewed as being as singularly formative for 
Athens as the War of Independence was for the United States. It is incon- 
ceivable that there would be no mention of a great military victory by an- 
cient Athens over Atlantis—or any place even vaguely like it— in the works 
of Greek historians who followed Plato (Fears 1978). Yet this is precisely the 
case. For example, there is no mention of Atlantis in the historical work Pana- 
thenaicus by Isocrates, written between 342 and 339 B.C., even to deny its re- 
ality (Fears 1978:108). The same is true in later versions of Athenian history. 
This must mean that Greek historians didn’t view the story as anything more 
than the fiction Plato intended it to be. They felt no more need to discuss it 
in their histories—even to refute it—than a modern historian feels compelled 
to mention the Evil Empire of the Star Wars saga, even to remind readers that 
it didn’t actually exist. Everyone already knows that; and, it appears, Greek 
writers of history and their readers already knew that about Atlantis too. 

Plato has Critias assert that the story of Atlantis was true. Is this evi- 
dence that Plato believed he was relating genuine history? Absolutely not. 
As historian William Stiebing, Jr., states, “Virtually every myth Plato relates 
in his dialogues is introduced by statements claiming it is true” (1984:51). It 
is not only the Atlantis account but also tales about heaven and hell (Isles of 
the Blessed and Tartarus) in Georgias, immortality and reincarnation in Meno, 
antiquity in Laws, and the afterlife in the Republic that are prefaced with 
statements attesting to their truth (Stiebing 1984:52). 

Remember also that the story Critias relates here is the direct result of 
Socrates having asked his students the previous day to come up with a tale 
in which his hypothetical perfect state is put to the test by warfare. Critias 
relates the story of a civilization conveniently enormously distant from his 
Athens in both time and space, whose remnants are below the Atlantic, cer- 
tainly beyond recovery or testing by the Greeks of Plato’s time. He also has 
ancient Athens, which would not have been beyond the purview of contem- 
porary Athenians to study, conveniently destroyed. Finally, though main- 
taining it is a true tale, he admits that “by some mysterious coincidence,” it 
matches Socrates’ hypothetical society almost exactly. As A. E. Taylor has 
said, “We could not be told much more plainly that the whole narrative of 
Solon’s conversation with the priests and his intention of writing the poem 
about Atlantis are an invention of Plato’s fancy” (1962:50). 


Where Did Plato Get the Story? 
A Minoan Source 


The final question to be asked is, If the Atlantis story was Plato’s invention, 
did he at least base it on a real event or a series of events? In other words, 
did Plato construct elements of his story—of a great civilization destroyed 
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Figure 8.1 Those who support the hypothesis that the eruption on Thera is the source 
of the story of the destruction of Atlantis have suggested that the Minoan civilization 
on Crete was the historical model for Atlantis culture. Pictured here is the ancient tem- 
ple at Knossos on Crete, dating to Minoan times. (M. H. Feder) 


by a cataclysm—from historical events, perhaps only dimly remembered by 
the Greeks at the time he was writing? The answer is almost certainly yes; in 
a sense, all fiction must be based on fact. All writers begin with knowledge 
of the real world and construct their literary fantasies with the raw material 
of that knowledge. Plato was no different, and there were plenty of histori- 
cal events of which Plato was well aware that he could have used in con- 
structing his Atlantis tale. 

For example, as early as 1909, a scholar at Queen’s University in Belfast 
suggested a connection between historical Minoan Crete and the Atlantis 
legend (cited in Luce 1969:47). Using more recent archaeological evidence, 
researchers Spyridon Marinatos (1972), J. V. Luce (1969), and Angelos 
Galanopoulos and Edward Bacon (1969) have expanded on Frost’s sugges- 
tion, arguing that Plato based at least elements of his Atlantis story on his- 
torically accurate aspects of Minoan civilization. 

The spectacular temple at the Minoan capital of Knossos was built be- 
ginning about 3,800 years ago (Figure 8.1). At its peak the temple covered an 
area of some 20,000 square meters (more than 210,000 square feet or about 5 
acres), contained about one thousand separate rooms, and had a central 
courtyard with a pillar-lined hallway, a ceremonial bath, and grand stair- 
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cases. Some parts of the temple were three and even four stories tall. The 
walls of some of the living quarters and large halls were covered with art- 
fully produced fresco paintings of dolphins and bulls. Where the Minoans 
depicted themselves in these paintings, we see a graceful and athletic peo- 
ple. The Greeks of Plato’s time were aware of this even more ancient and 
impressive culture. 

There are, however, many problems in attempting to assign a Minoan 
source to Atlantis. Crete is far too small and in the wrong place to conform 
with Plato’s description of Atlantis. Further, it is not nearly as old as Atlantis 
is purported to be. In addition, there are no elephants on Crete, though Plato 
maintains that the Atlanteans had a large stock of elephants. 

A key element in the possible connection between Plato’s fictional At- 
lantis and the historical Minoan civilization rests in a catastrophe that af- 
fected the island of Crete sometime around 1520 B.c. At that time, a volcano 
erupted on the island today called Santorini (the ancient Greeks called it 
Thera), 120 kilometers (72 miles) north of Crete (Figure 8.2). The explosive 
force of the eruption of Thera was four times as powerful as that of Kraka- 
toa in the Dutch East Indies in 1883 (Marinatos 1972:718), which killed some 
36,000 people. 

It should come as no surprise that the obliteration of Thera did have a 
significant impact on the Minoan civilization (Marinatos 1972). The eruption 
itself, accompanied by severe earthquakes, badly damaged many settle- 
ments on Crete. Devastating waves, or tsunamis, produced by the eruption 
of Thera wiped out Minoan port settlements on the north coast of Crete. 

The Minoan civilization developed, at least in part, as a result of trade. 
The loss of ports through which trade items passed and the probable de- 
struction of the Minoan fleet of trading vessels must have had a tremendous 
impact on the Minoan economy. Also of great significance for the Minoans 
over the long term was the thick deposit of white volcanic ash that blan- 
keted the rich farmland of Crete, interrupting for a time the agricultural 
economy of the Minoan people. 

Though the eruption on Thera and the devastation it wrought on Mi- 
noan Crete might, at first glance, seem to conform to Plato’s story of the de- 
struction of Atlantis, in fact it is a very poor match. Archaeological evidence 
clearly shows that, despite being adversely affected by the eruption on 
Thera, Minoan Crete was not destroyed by it. As historian William Stiebing 
(1984) points out, there is plenty of evidence of destruction on Crete coincid- 
ing with the eruption of Thera, but equally plentiful evidence of repair work 
afterward. There is new evidence of construction of Minoan structures on 
top of the volcanic deposit soon after the eruption (Bower 1990). 

In fact, the Minoan civilization continued to thrive for 100 years after 
the eruption on Thera—actually, for a time, rising to new heights. It did 
not collapse until 1320 B.c., 200 years after the eruption on Thera. As the 
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instantaneous obliteration of Atlantis is a key component of Plato’s story, 
this alone would seem to rule out Crete as the model for Atlantis in anything 
but the most general sense. 

There is another major problem with identifying Minoan Crete as the 
single source for Plato’s Atlantis. Significantly, the major theme of Plato’s 
story, the defeat by Athens of a great military power, remains unexplained 
here. Minoan Crete did not suffer a major military defeat at the hands of 
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Athens. If Minoan Crete was Plato’s inspiration for the Atlantis story, this 
key aspect of the tale was entirely fictional. 

As long ago as 1872, the French writer Louis Figuier made the correla- 
tion between Atlantis and the very impressive Minoan settlement on San- 
torini/Thera (Castleden 1998). Others have followed (Pellegrino 1991). 
Though this site better conforms to Plato’s description of Atlantis’s fate, hav- 
ing been utterly destroyed by the volcanic eruption there in 1520 B.C., it is 
plagued by all of the other objections to any direct correlation between the 
Minoan civilization and Atlantis. Clearly, Thera is far too small, it is far too 
recent, and it is still in the wrong location to be Plato’s Atlantis. 

More recently, Rodney Castleden (1998), the highly respected author 
of a number of books on Mediterranean prehistory, has attempted to show 
that not Minoan Crete and not Thera, but both together were Plato’s inspira- 
tion and that Atlantis was not a single, enormous island, but several. Plato, 
however, certainly does not state or imply this; he is quite clear that Atlantis 
was a single, island continent. 

Most of the attempts to directly correlate a historical place with At- 
lantis are afflicted by the same problem; part of Plato’s story must be revised 
or ignored to make a reasonable fit. One is forced to ask the question: How 
many alterations can be made to a historical location and have it still be rea- 
sonable to argue that it is the place Plato described? 

While arguing that Plato’s Atlantis was a combination of Thera and 
Crete, Castleden (1998) clearly recognizes elements of many other historical 
places and events enfolded in Plato’s description of Atlantis in the Critias 
dialogue. For example, he suggests that elements of the political structure 
of Sparta, a competitor and sometime enemy of Athens, were grafted by 
Plato onto his Atlantis (Castleden 1998:160-63). Athens and Sparta fought 
against each other in the Peloponnesian War, which started when Plato was 
twelve years old; yet, again, there is no perfect match here as Athens was 
not victorious but suffered a humiliating defeat by Sparta in that war. 
Castleden (1998:154-60) also suggests that many architectural features of 
the fifth-century B.c. Italian city of Syracuse closely match Plato’s descrip- 
tion of Atlantis. 

Searching Critias for characteristics of Atlantis that closely parallel spe- 
cific ancient societies almost certainly misses Plato’s primary point. The 
specifics that Plato has Critias speak are not intended as history but as part 
of the parable. To make his point, Plato makes Atlantis sound like a nearly 
insurmountable adversary. Plato’s detailed description of Atlantis was in- 
tended to impress the reader with its material wealth, technological sophis- 
tication, and military power. That the smaller, materially poorer, 
technologically less well endowed, and militarily weaker Athenians could 
defeat the Atlanteans imparts the fundamental message of Critias: It is not 
just wealth or power that is important in history; even more important is the 
way a people govern themselves. For Plato, the intellectual achievement of a 
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perfect government and society is far more important—and triumphs over— 
material wealth or power. As Plato scholar Paul Shorey concludes, “Atlantis 
itself is wholly his [Plato’s] invention, and we can only divine how much of 
the detail of his description is due to images suggested by his reading, his 
travels, and traveler’s tales” (1933:351). 


After Plato 


After Plato died, leaving the Critias dialogue and the Atlantis story incom- 
plete, we find no mention of the lost continent for more than 300 years (de 
Camp 1970:16). As noted previously, Greek historians who followed Plato 
made no mention of it even to dispute its reality. Atlantis was entirely ig- 
nored. We have to rely on later writers like the Greek geographer Strabo, 
who was born in about 63 B.C., for some insight into what those who fol- 
lowed Plato thought about his account of a lost continent. Strabo claimed, 
for example, that, in reference to Atlantis, Plato’s best-known student Aris- 
totle said, “He who invented it also destroyed it” (as cited in de Camp 
1970:17). It seems that many, though not all, who followed Plato viewed At- 
lantis as an invention, part of a story whose moral is, as A. E. Taylor has said, 


transparently simple. It is that a small and materially poor community 
[ancient Athens] animated by true patriotism and high moral ideals can 
be more than a match for a populous and wealthy empire [Atlantis] 
with immense material resources but wanting in virtue. (1962:50) 


It was not until the Age of Exploration and the discovery of the New 
World that consideration of the veracity of the Atlantis story became popu- 
lar. For example, as we saw in Chapter 5, Huddleston (1967) points out that 
in 1552 the Spaniard Lopez de Gomara suggested that American Indians 
were a remnant population of emigrés from the Lost Continent of Atlantis. 
Gomara based his interpretation on a linguistic argument concerning a 
single word; in the Aztec language of Nahuatl, the word atl means water 
(Huddleston 1967:25). 

Later, in 1572, Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa maintained that the great 
civilizations of the New World were partially derived from Atlantis. In the 
seventeenth century, maps were drawn placing Atlantis in the Atlantic 
Ocean (Figure 8.3). Some, like Englishman John Josselyn (1674), even identi- 
fied the New World as Atlantis. 

A French scholar, Abbé Charles-Etienne Brasseur (called de Bourbourg) 
“translated” a Maya Indian book, the Troano Codex, in 1864. It was a com- 
plete fantasy and contained elements of the Atlantis story, particularly de- 
struction by flood. Using the same delusional alphabet, Augustus Le 
Plongeon also translated the Codex, coming up with an entirely different 
story, connecting the Maya to the ancient Egyptians. It was all complete fab- 
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Figure 8.3 This 1644 map shows the location of Atlantis in the Atlantic Ocean. Note 
that south is to the top of the map. (From Mundus Subterraneus by Athanasius Kircher) 


rication, but it kept alive the notion that perhaps the civilizations of the Old 
and New Worlds could somehow be connected and explained by reference 
to Atlantis. 


Ignatius Donnelly: 
The Minnesota Congressman 


Speculation concerning the possible reality of Plato’s Atlantis story might 
have ended in the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries, as other myths were 
abandoned when scientific knowledge expanded (see Chapter 5). We have 
one man to thank, or blame, for this not happening: Ignatius Donnelly. 

Donnelly was born in 1831. He studied law, and at only twenty-eight 
years of age became the lieutenant governor of Minnesota. He later went on 
to serve several terms in the federal House of Representatives and twice ran 
for vice president of the United States. 

By all accounts, Donnelly was an exceptional individual, a voracious 
reader who collected an enormous body of information concerning world 
history, mythology, and geography. Clearly, however, he was less than selec- 
tive in his studies and seemingly was incapable in his research of discrimi- 
nating between the meaningful and the meaningless. Donnelly is the father 
of modern Atlantis studies; and, as writer Daniel Cohen (1969) has aptly put 
it, Donnelly’s book Atlantis: The Antediluvian World, published first in 1882, 
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Figure 8.4 Ignatius Donnelly saw all of the world’s ancient civilizations as having 
been derived from that of Atlantis. Here, Donnelly maps (in white) the extent of 
Atlantis’s influence, including the cultures of ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, Mesoamer- 
ica, and the Moundbuilders of the United States. (From Atlantis: The Antediluvian 
World, by Ignatius Donnelly) 


is the “bible” of belief in the legend. (It is interesting to note that in his book 
The Great Cryptogram, Donnelly is also an early source for the claim that Sir 
Francis Bacon wrote all of Shakespeare’s plays.) 

Donnelly’s Atlantis: The Antediluvian World is an amazing piece of 
inductive scholarship. While obsessive in his collecting of “facts,” Donnelly 
had very little scientific, skeptical sense. His approach was indiscriminate. 
Essentially, he seems never to have met a claim about Atlantis that he didn’t 
like and accept. 

He begins by asserting he will prove that the Atlantis story as told by 
Plato is not legend but “veritable history” (1882:1); that Atlantis “was the re- 
gion where man first rose from a state of barbarism to civilization” (p. 1); 
and that it was the source of civilization in Egypt, South America, Mexico, 
Europe, and North America, where he specifies the Moundbuilder culture 
(Figure 8.4). 

Donnelly’s argument is a confusing morass of disconnected claims and 
ostensible proofs. He does little more than enumerate supposed evidence; 
this is diagnostic of the purely inductive method of reasoning he employed. 
Nowhere does he attempt to test the implications of his hypotheses—what 
must be true if some of his specific claims also are true. To be sure, we can- 
not fault Donnelly for failing to apply to the argument data unknown dur- 
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ing his lifetime. We can, however, fault his general approach and do what he 
failed to—test the implications of his claims. 

For example, he cites numerous flood legends in various world cul- 
tures, all of which he presumes are part of some universal memory of the 
destruction of Atlantis. His reasoning is that lots of legends referring to a 
similar event must indicate that the event actually happened. If this were 
true, we should be able to show that the legends were all independently de- 
rived stories that match, at least in terms of their important generalities. This 
turns out not to be true. Several of his supposed corroborating myths sound 
quite similar, not because they relate to an actual historical event but be- 
cause they can be traced to the same source. 

For example, the biblical flood story (Donnelly says it is really about 
the cataclysm that destroyed Atlantis) and the Babylonian flood story are 
quite similar in their particulars because the ancient Hebrews spent time in 
Babylonia and picked up the older flood legend from local people. When 
American Indian tribes related flood stories, they often did so to missionar- 
ies who had already instructed them in Genesis. Some tribes already pos- 
sessing flood stories could easily have incorporated the details of Genesis 
into their mythology. Applying Occam’s razor here, which is the simpler ex- 
planation? One requires a lost continent for which there is no evidence; the 
other simply presumes that Indians would have incorporated new stories 
told them by missionaries into their own myths. 

Although Donnelly spends quite a bit of time arguing that catastro- 
phes like those that presumably befell Atlantis could and did happen, this is 
not the crux of his argument. Reasoning based on cultural comparisons is 
central to his methodology. He maintains: “If then we prove that, on both 
sides of the Atlantic, civilizations were found substantially identical, we 
have demonstrated that they must have descended one from the other, or 
have radiated from some common source” (1882:135). 

This argument for the significant role of diffusion in cultural develop- 
ment was common in anthropology in the late nineteenth and early twenti- 
eth centuries (Harris 1968). The presumption seems to have been that 
cultures are basically uninventive and that new ideas are developed in very 
few or even single places. They then move out or “diffuse” from these source 
areas. It was fairly common to suggest that Egypt was the source of all civi- 
lization, that agriculture, writing, monumental architecture, and the like 
were all invented only there. These characteristics, it was maintained, dif- 
fused from Egypt and were adopted by other groups. As mentioned in 
Chapter 6, today, in the more extreme varieties of Afrocentrism, Africa is 
seen as the source for all cultural development throughout the world. Pot- 
tery, writing, and even agriculture are all traced to Africa by the most ex- 
treme of the Afrocentrists. 

Donnelly was a diffusionist. For him the common source of all civiliza- 
tion was Atlantis, rather than Egypt, Sumer, or some other known culture. 
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In his attempt to prove this, he presents a series of artifacts or practices that 
he finds to be identical among the civilizations of the Old and New Worlds. 
In these comparisons, Donnelly presents what he believes is the clearest evi- 
dence for the existence of Atlantis. His evidence essentially consists of trait 
list comparisons of the sort discussed in Chapter 5. Let us look at a few of 
these and do what Donnelly did not—test the implications of his claims. 


1. Egyptian obelisks and Mesoamerican stelae are derived from the same source 
(Donnelly 1882:136). 


Donnelly finds that the inscribed obelisks of Egypt are virtually 
identical to the inscribed stelae of the Maya civilization. He does little 
more than make this assertion before he is off on his next topic. But it 
is necessary to examine the claim more closely and to consider the im- 
plications. If it were, in fact, the case that Egyptian obelisks and Maya 
stelae were derived from a common source, we would expect that 
they possessed similarities both specific and general. Yet, their method 
of construction is different; they are different in shape, size, and raw 
materials; and the languages inscribed on them are entirely different 
(Figure 8.5). They are similar only in that they are upright slabs of in- 
scribed rock. It is not reasonable to claim that they must have been de- 
rived from a common source. They are simply too different. 


2. The pyramids of Egypt and the pyramids of Mesoamerica can be traced to the 
same source (Donnelly 1882:317-41). 


Here again, if this hypothesis were true, we would expect that 
these pyramids would share many specific features. The pyramids of 
the Old and New Worlds, however, do not look the same (Figure 8.6). 
New World pyramids are all truncated with flat tops, whereas Egypt- 
ian pyramids are pointed on top. New World pyramids have stairs 
ascending their faces; Egyptian pyramids do not. New World 
pyramids served as platforms for temples, and many also were burial 
chambers for great leaders. Egyptian pyramids had no temples on 
their summits, and all were burial chambers for dead pharaohs or 
their wives. Construction methods were different; most Egyptian 
pyramids represent a single construction episode, whereas Meso- 
american pyramids usually represent several building episodes, 
one on top of another. Finally, if Mesoamerican and Egyptian 
pyramids are hypothesized to have been derived from the same 
source (Atlantis or elsewhere), they should date from the same period. 
But Egyptian pyramids were built between about 5,000 and 4,000 
years ago. Those in Mesoamerica are all less than 3,000 years old— 
most are considerably younger, dating to less than 1,500 years ago. 
All pyramids date to well after the supposed destruction of Atlantis 
some 11,000 years ago. 
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Figure 8.5 Donnelly felt 
that Egyptian obelisks and 
Maya stelae were so similar 
that they must have origi- 
nated in the same place— 
Atlantis. Yet here it can be 
seen that obelisks, like this 
one from Karnak in Egypt 
(top) were inscribed, four- 
sided columns whereas 
stelae, like this one from the 
Maya site of Coba (bottom), 
were flat blocks of inscribed 
limestone. They are quite 
different and do not warrant 
the claim that they were 
derived from a common 
source. (Top, M. H. Feder; 
Bottom, M. A. Park) 
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3. Ancient cultures in the Old and New Worlds possessed the arch (Donnelly 


1882:140). 
This is simply not true. Cultures in the Old World possessed 


the true arch with a keystone—the supporting wedge of stone at 
the top of the arch that holds the rest of the stones in place. New 
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Figure 8.6 Egyptian pyramids, like this one from Giza (top; M. H. Feder), and 
Mesoamerican pyramids, like this one from Tikal (bottom; Cris Wibby), are quite dif- 
ferent in construction, form, function, and chronology. Donnelly was thoroughly 


unjustified in claiming a connection—via Atlantis—between pyramid building in the 
Old and New Worlds. 
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World cultures did not have knowledge of the load-bearing keystone 
(Figure 8.7). 


. Cultures in the Old and New Worlds both produced bronze (Donnelly 
1882:140). 


This is true, but Donnelly does not assess the implications of the 
claim that Old and New World metallurgies are derived from a com- 
mon source. For this to be the case, we would expect the technologies 
to share many features in common. Bronze is an alloy of copper and 
some other element. Old World bronze is usually an alloy of copper 
and tin. In the New World, bronze was generally produced by alloy- 
ing copper and arsenic (though there is some tin bronze). With such a 
basic difference in the alloys, it is unlikely that there is a common 
source for Old and New World metallurgy. 


. Civilizations in both the Old and New Worlds were dependent on agricul- 
tural economies for their subsistence. This indicates that these cultures were 
derived from a common source (Donnelly 1882:141). 


It is almost certainly the case that cultures we would label “civi- 
lized” are reliant on agriculture to produce the food surplus necessary 
to free the number of people required to build pyramids, produce fine 
artworks, be full-time soldiers, and so on. But again, for this to sup- 
port the hypothesis of a single, Atlantean source for Old and New 
World agriculture, we would expect there to be many commonalities, 
not the least of which would be the same or similar crops. That this 
was not the case certainly was known to Donnelly. Even during his 
time, it was established that cultures in the Old World domesticated 
one set of plants and animals, whereas people in the New World do- 
mesticated an entirely different set. 

We now know that even within the Old World, different ancient 
societies relied on different mixtures of agricultural crops for their 
subsistence. In the Middle East, wheat, barley, chick peas, lentils, and 
vetch were most significant (Henry 1989; Hole, Flannery, and Neely 
1969). In the Far East, foxtail millet and rice were major crops (Craw- 
ford 1992; Solheim 1972). In Africa, sorghum, pearl and finger millet, 
and a host of tropical cultigens like the cereals fonio and tef, as well as 
the bananalike enset, provided subsistence to agricultural people 
(Harlan 1992; Phillipson 1993). In the Old World, animals like sheep, 
goats, cattle, and pigs added meat to these various diets. 

The list of crops used aboriginally in the New World is just as var- 
ied and is entirely different from the lists of Old World domesticates. 
In Mesoamerica, maize (corn), beans, and squash were predominant 
with crops like tomato, avocado, chili pepper, amaranth (a grain), and 
even chocolate rounding out the diet (de Tapia 1992; MacNeish 1967). 
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Figure 8.7 Though Donnelly claims that the arch was present in ancient buildings in 
both the Old and New Worlds and that this architectural feature had a single source 
on Atlantis and spread out from there, even the first assertion is not true. Although the 
true arch with a “keystone” was present in the ancient Old World, as shown in this 
ancient Israeli building (top; M. H. Feder), the true arch was unknown in the pre- 
Columbian New World. A corbelled arch like this one found at the Maya site, Chichén 
Itzá, in Mexico, was used by Native American architects (bottom; K. L. Feder) 
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In South America, maize and beans were important, as were a number 
of other crops including (most significantly to our modern diets) 
potato, but so were less well known crops like oca, jicama, and ulluco 
(Bruhns 1994; Pearsall 1992). In North America, native people pro- 
duced their own agricultural revolution, domesticating such crops 

as sunflower, sumpweed, pigweed, goosefoot, and a local variety of 
squash (Smith 1995). Turkeys were bred by the ancient inhabitants 

of the American Southwest. In Mesoamerica, turkeys, Muscovy 
ducks, and dogs were raised for food and in South America, llamas, 
alpacas, and guinea pigs were domesticated and provided meat. 

The llama was also a serviceable pack animal and the alpaca was a 
source of wool. 

It is readily apparent that the agricultural bases of Old and New 
World cultures were entirely different. This is far more suggestive of 
separate evolution of their economies than of their having been 
derived from a common source. 

Archaeological investigations have further supported this fact by 
showing that, in both the Old and New Worlds, agriculture evolved in 
place over thousands of years. In several world areas after 12,000 
years ago—notably in southwestern Asia, southern Europe, eastern 
Asia, Africa south of the Sahara, Mesoamerica, the North American 
Midwest and mid-South, and South America—lengthy evolutionary 
sequences reflect the slow development of agricultural societies. The 
archaeology in these areas has revealed long periods during which 
people hunted wild animals and gathered wild plants that later 
became domesticated staples of the diet. 

The physical evidence in these areas in the form of animal bones 
and carbonized seeds similarly reflects the slow development of do- 
mesticated species. Over centuries and millennia, human beings “arti- 
ficially selected” those members of wild plant communities that 
produced the biggest, or densest, or quickest-maturing seeds, allow- 
ing only those that possessed these advantageous (from a human per- 
spective) characteristics to survive and propagate. Similarly, the 
ancient people in these regions selected those individuals in an animal 
species that were the most docile or that produced the thickest wool or 
the most meat or milk, again allowing only those that possessed these 
features to survive, breed, and pass these traits down. The continuum 
through time visible in the archaeological record of increasing seed 
size, decreasing size of dangerous animal teeth or horns, and so on is 
clear evidence of the evolutionary process that resulted in fully agri- 
cultural people. Agriculture does not simply appear in the archaeolog- 
ical record. It has deep roots and a lengthy history. Clearly agriculture 
was not introduced wholesale from Atlantis; rather, it was developed 
separately in many world regions (Smith 1995). 
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By failing to consider the implications of his claims of connections be- 
tween the cultural practices of Old and New World civilizations, Donnelly 
was easily led astray by their superficial similarities. Ever hopeful and con- 
vinced of the legitimacy of his argument, Donnelly ended Atlantis: The Ante- 
diluvian World by stating: ae 


We are on the threshold. Scientific investigation is advancing in great 
strides. Who shall say that one hundred years from now the great muse- 
ums of the world may not be adorned with gems, statues, arms, and 
implements from Atlantis, while the libraries of the world shall contain 
translations of its inscriptions, throwing new light upon all the past his- 
tory of the human race, and all the great problems which now perplex 
the thinkers of our day? (p. 480) 


It has been more than 100 years since Donnelly wrote these words, and 
Atlantis the fair and the beautiful is as distant as it was when Plato con- 
structed it out of the stuff of his imagination more than 2,000 years ago. 


Atlantis After Donnelly 


Donnelly was the most important of the Atlantis scholars, but he was 
not the last. Although today we may criticize his reasoning, it is far superior 
to that of many who followed him. Scottish mythologist Lewis Spence 
(1926), for example, eschewing the “tape-measure school” (p. 2) of arch- 
aeology, opts for “inspirational methods” (p. 2). Where Plato placed one 
imaginary continent in the Atlantic, Spence put two; he added an Antilla to 
accompany Plato’s invention. Spence suggests that not one but a series 
of cataclysms befell Atlantis. One of the first of these occurred about 
25,000 years ago. It resulted in the earliest settlement of Europe by modern 
humans. Spence identifies so-called Cro-Magnon Man, the oldest fossils 
of completely modern-looking humans in Europe, as refugees from At- 
lantis (1926:85). Spence identifies the famous cave paintings and sculp- 
tures of ancient Europe (see Figures 12.1 and 12.2 of this book) that date 
to as many as 32,000 years ago as reflecting the artwork of the displaced 
Atlanteans. 

Among the most extreme Atlantis speculators were the Theosophists, 
members of a strange sect founded by Helena P. Blavatsky (1888-1938) in 
the late nineteenth century. Their philosophy included peculiar beliefs about 
stages of human evolution—they called them “root races.” In one stage we 
humans were, apparently, astral jellyfish and, in another stage, four-armed, 
egg-laying hermaphrodites. The fourth stage, or race, lived on Atlantis, flew 
around in airplanes, bombed enemies with explosives, and grew a form of 
wheat imported from extraterrestrial space aliens. Theosophists also be- 
lieved that there was a Pacific counterpart to Atlantis called Mu. Blavatsky 
and her followers—not surprisingly, I think—made little effort to support 
the veracity of such claims. 
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The web of Atlantis fantasies continues to be spun in the twentieth cen- 
tury. Self-proclaimed psychic Edgar Cayce claimed that knowledge gained 
from Atlantean texts (Cayce 1968; Noorbergen 1982) enabled him to predict 
the future and effect cures on terminally ill people. That his Atlantis-derived 
predictions were not accurate can be shown by the following fact: Speaking 
in the 1940s, Cayce predicted that great upheavals, including the destruc- 
tion of much of the eastern coast of the United States, would accompany the 
reemergence of parts of Atlantis. When was this to happen? In 1968 or 1969 
(Cayce 1968:158-59). 

Certainly the most odious appropriation of the Atlantis story was at- 
tempted in the 1940s by Heinrich Himmler, head of the Nazi SS. Himmler 
believed that the so-called Aryan race—that is, Germanic people—were ac- 
tual descendants of an Atlantean master race. Himmler went so far as to 
order German scientists to look all over the globe for the descendants of the 
Atlanteans, measuring and gauging people, searching for similarities with 
Germans that might indicate a common descent from the Atlanteans. Not 
surprisingly, the master race turned out to be not so masterful, and the Ger- 
mans fared no better in World War II against the Allies than did Plato's At- 
lanteans against the Athenians. 

More recently, a self-professed trance channeler, J. Z. Knight, has 
claimed to be a conduit for an ancient spirit called Ramtha, who was born 
on Atlantis more than 35,000 years ago (Alcock 1989). Ramtha provides plat- 
itudes and investment counseling to the paying faithful. 

Indeed, the legend of Atlantis did not die with Plato, nor did it die with 
Donnelly. It seems constantly to shift, filling the particular needs of each era 
for a Golden Age when great warriors, ingenious scientists, astral jellyfish, 
or spirits with stock market tips walked the earth. Ultimately, in trying to 
convey a rather simple message, one of the great rational minds of the an- 
cient world produced fodder for the fantasies of some of the less-than-great, 
nonrational minds of the modern world. If only we could trance-channel 
Plato, I wonder what he would say. I doubt that he would be pleased. 


Current Perspectives: Atlantis 


According to Plato’s story, Atlantis was defeated in battle by a humble but 
quite advanced Athenian state some 11,000 years ago. What does modern ar- 
chaeology tell us about ancient Greece from this period? Is there any physical 
evidence in the Atlantic Ocean for the civilization of Atlantis? What does mod- 
ern geology tell us about the possibility of a lost continent in the Atlantic? 


Ancient Greece 


Simply stated, there was no Athenian state 11,000 years ago. Such a state- 
ment is based not on legends and stories but on the material remains of 
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cultures that inhabited the country. South of Athens, for example, a site has 
been investigated that dates to around the same time as the claimed Athen- 
ian defeat of Atlantis. The site, Franchthi Cave, has been excavated by ar- 
chaeologist Thomas Jacobsen (1976). 

More than 10,000 years ago the inhabitants of the cave were not mem- 
bers of an “advanced” culture. They were simple hunters and gatherers, sub- 
sisting on red deer, wild cattle, and pigs. They also collected mollusks, snails, 
small sea fish, and wild plant foods, including barley and oats. They were a 
Stone Age people and obtained obsidian—a volcanic glass that can produce 
extremely sharp tools—from the nearby island of Melos. It is not until 6000 
B.C. that there is evidence of the use of domesticated plants and animals by 
the inhabitants of the cave. Evidence at other sites in Greece conforms to the 
pattern seen at Franchthi. Cultures that we would label as “civilized” do not 
appear in Greece for thousands of years. The Greek world of 11,000 years 
ago is nothing like Plato imagined. 


Archaeological Evidence in the Atlantic: 
The Bimini Wall 


Claims have been made that there is archaeological evidence of submerged 
walls and roads off the coast of Bimini in the Bahamas. Just as the self- 
proclaimed seer Edgar Cayce maintained that the island of Bimini was a 
remnant of Atlantis, modern Atlantis popularizers have claimed that the 
features constituted direct empirical evidence for the existence of the lost 
continent (Berlitz 1984). 

Apparently in the 1960s some divers indeed found tabular limestone 
blocks that they interpreted as being parts of a road and wall as well as sup- 
posed columns from a submerged building. They based this interpretation 
on the unwarranted assumption that patterned features of the landscape 
cannot be natural. In fact, natural geological forces and processes are capa- 
ble of producing extraordinarily symmetrical geometric shapes laid out in 
precise patterns. The surface of the top of the Devils Postpile Monument in 
California exhibits a perfect example (Figure 8.8, top). What might appear to 
be a floor of hexagonal pavers neatly laid out by a flooring contractor turns 
out to be, instead, the tops of a series of long and entirely natural columns of 
volcanic rock. Though the geological process is different, the so-called Bi- 
mini Wall also is the product of natural erosional processes. (Harrison 1971; 
McKusick and Shinn 1981). What had been interpreted by the divers as the 
interstices of masonry blocks were nothing more than the natural joints of 
limestone beachrock that forms rapidly under water. Such rock erodes as a 
result of tidal forces, and breaks or joints tend to occur at regular intervals 
and at right angles to each other. Similarly jointed natural beachrock has 
been observed off the coast of Australia (Figure 8.8, bottom; Randi 1981). 
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Figure 8.8 The Devils Postpile monument in California (top). The patterned jointing 
seen at the top of the individual columns of the volcanic rock that formed this feature 
is entirely natural. (K. L. Feder) Not an artificial construction, these rectangular blocks 
of stone from the southeastern coast of Tasmania (south of Australia), are the result of 
natural processes of erosion (bottom). A similar geological feature located off the 
Bimini coast in the Caribbean Sea has been misidentified by nongeologists as a wall 
built by inhabitants of Atlantis. (Courtesy of Sonja Gray) 
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Analysis of the so-called columns shows that they are simply hardened 
concrete of a variety manufactured after A.D. 1800 (Harrison 1971:289). The 
columns likely resulted when barrels of the dry ingredients of the concrete 
were thrown or washed overboard. The concrete hardened after mixing with 
water and the wood barrels decayed, leaving what may appear to some to 
be fragments of building columns. 

The Bimini wall, road, and columns simply are not archaeological arti- 
facts derived from Atlantis. They are, instead, readily understood natural 
and recent cultural features. 


The Geology of the Atlantic 


There is no evidence in the Atlantic Ocean for a great submerged continent. 
In fact, our modern understanding of the geological processes of plate tecton- 
ics rules out this possibility. 

The earth’s crust is not a solid shell but consists of a number of geologi- 
cally separate “plates.” The plates move, causing the continents to drift. In fact, 
we know that the present configuration of the continents was different in the 
past. More than 200 million years ago, the continents were all part of a single 
landmass we call Pangaea. By 180 million years ago, the continents of the North- 
ern Hemisphere (Laurasia) parted company with the southern continents 
(Gondwanaland). The separation of the continents of the Eastern and Western 
Hemispheres and the formation of the basin of the Atlantic Ocean occurred 
sometime before 65 million years ago. The Atlantic has been growing ever 
since, as the European and North American plates have continued to move 
apart, the result of expansion of the seabed along the intersection of the plates. 
Movement along the Pacific and North American plates resulted in the de- 
structive earthquake that hit the San Francisco/Oakland area in October 1989. 

A ridge of mountains has been building for millions of years at the in- 
tersection of the two crustal plates that meet in the Atlantic. Material is com- 
ing up out of the plate intersection; landmasses are not being sucked down 
below the ocean. The geology is clear; there could have been no large land 
surface that then sank in the area where Plato places Atlantis. Together, mod- 
ern archaeology and geology provide an unambiguous verdict: There was 
no Atlantic continent; there was no great civilization called Atlantis. 








> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. Could the legend of Atlantis somehow be connected to the mystery of the 
Bermuda Triangle? 


The belief that there are mysterious and inexplicable disappearances 
of boats and planes—and all the people aboard—in a triangular area with 
Bermuda at its apex and Puerto Rico and the southern tip of Florida as the 
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other two vertices is a myth, just like Atlantis. Writer Lawrence Kusche 
(1995) has investigated most of the major disappearances in the Triangle and 
found that all of these supposedly mysterious incidents had rational expla- 
nations. Bad weather, equipment failure, dangerous cargo, and pilot error 
account for virtually all of the occurrences. There is no evidence that the area 
enclosed by the Bermuda Triangle has experienced worse nautical or avia- 
tional luck than any other similarly sized part of the globe. Atlantis was sup- 
posed to be nowhere near the Bermuda Triangle anyway. The only 
connection between Atlantis and the Bermuda Triangle mystery is the fact 
that both are myths. 


2. Is there a “lost continent” in the Pacific? 


There is a legend of a lost continent in the Pacific Ocean: Mu, or Lemuria. 
Mu is entirely mythological; the geology of the Pacific basin shows that there 
was no—and could not have been any—large landmass that sunk below the 
waters in a cataclysmic upheaval. 








-> BEST OF THE WEB < 


http://www.geo.aau.dk/palstrat/tom/santorini_homepage/atlantis.htm 


An informative Web site that presents the argument that the volcanic erup- 
tion on Thera and the devastation it wrought on the island of Santorini was 
Plato’s inspiration for Atlantis. 


http://encyclopediaindex.com/b/criti10.htm 
Presents a detailed analysis of the Critias dialogue. 


http://www.activemind.com/Mysterious/Topics/Atlantis/ index.html#Top 


Though not the most skepticak Web site, there is some valuable summary in- 
formation here about the lost continent. Vital statistics for the lost continent, 
an Atlantis history timeline, and some background on Plato are found here. 
Also, versions of the Timaeus and Critias dialogues are located here. 








> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISE < 


Using the deductive approach outlined in Chapter 2, how would you test 
this hypothesis? In other words, what archaeological and biological data 
must you find to conclude that this hypothetical statement is an accurate as- 
sertion, that it describes what actually happened in the ancient human past? 


© The civilizations of ancient Egypt and Mexico share many general 
cultural similarities. This is most likely the result of both of these 
societies having been influenced by the civilization of the Lost Con- 
tinent of Atlantis. 


OOOOOOOO Q SOOSHOHOHSS 


Prehistoric E.T.: 
The Fantasy of 
Ancient Astronauts 


It was a remarkable, even audacious, suggestion when first made in an arti- 
cle published in 1963. It began with the proposition that even under the most 
conservative of scenarios, the universe likely is teeming with life. The argu- 
ment continued that some of that life has, in all probability, evolved into 
highly intelligent life forms that have, in turn, produced technologically so- 
phisticated civilizations. A subset of those civilizations, the author of the ar- 
ticle maintained, is old enough to have developed technologies that enabled 
its inhabitants to explore our galaxy. Though the author admitted there is no 
evidence that these extraterrestrial civilizations are currently visiting Earth, 
he went on to maintain that there was a strong likelihood that at some 
time during the evolution of the human species, they had explored our 
planet and that “It is not out of the question that artifacts of these visits still 
exist. . . .” (p. 496). The author was making the incredible suggestion that, 
perhaps, ensconced in the archaeological record there might be archaeologi- 
cal artifacts that were direct evidence of these extraterrestrial visitations: 
pieces of Mr. Spock’s communicator, Luke Skywalker’s light sabre, or even 
E.T.’s bones. 

It was amazing, indeed—an extraterrestrial archaeology on Earth. Who 
would make such a bold suggestion? Was it a paranormalist? A UFO affi- 
cionado? A believer in all things weird and wacky? In fact, no. This scenario 
was drawn up by a man who became one of the best-known and most well- 
respected scientists of the twentieth century. The article in question was au- 
thored by none other than Carl Sagan (1963): brilliant scientist, prolific 
writer, noted rationalist, and supreme skeptic (Poundstone 1999; Sagan, 
1996). So much for the stereotype of the close-minded scientist! 
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Gods in Fiery Chariots 


Sagan’s article, published in a technical journal, Planetary and Space Science, 
read only by astronomers and astrophysicists, made no impression on the 
nonscientist public and is long forgotten. But five years after its publication, 
the notion that extraterrestrial visitors had visited Earth at some time in the 
distant past, leaving evidence of their prehistoric visits in the form of ar- 
chaeological artifacts, became wildly popular. The ancient astronaut bubble 
began inflating in 1968 with the initial publication of the book Chariots of 
the Gods? The Swiss author of the book, Erich von Daniken, proposed that 
there was indisputable and copious archaeological support for his claim that 
extraterrestrial aliens had visited the earth in prehistory and had played a 
significant role in the development of humanity. 

In Chariots of the Gods? it seemed that Sagan’s remarkable proposition 
had been blown up into a full-scale anthropological fairy tale (though von 
Daniken does not cite Sagan’s article in his book). 

There seemed to be three implicit hypotheses behind von Daniken’s 
ideas (1970, 1971, 1973, 1975, 1982, 1996, 2000): 


1. All over the world there are prehistoric pictorial and three- 
dimensional representations—drawings on cave walls, pottery, and 
sculptures—as well as early written accounts that most reasonably can 
be interpreted as the drawings, sculptures, or literary descriptions by 
primitive people of actual extraterrestrial visitors to earth. 


2. The biological evolution of the human species cannot be understood 
unless we assume the involvement of a scientifically advanced 
extraterrestrial civilization. 


3. Some ancient artifacts and inventions are far too advanced and com- 
plex to have resulted from simple, prehistoric human intelligence and 
ingenuity. These advanced artifacts and great inventions must instead 
be the direct result of purposeful introduction by extraterrestrial 
aliens. 


Let’s assess these claims one at a time. 


The Inkblot Hypothesis 


The first implicit claim concerns the existence of prehistoric drawings or 
sculptures of aliens from outer space and early writings about their visits. It 
is an intriguing thought. Hundreds, thousands, even tens of thousands of 
years ago, flying saucers or spaceships landed on our planet in a burst 
of fire and smoke. Out came space-suited aliens, perhaps to take soil 
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samples or study plant life just like E.T. in the Spielberg movie). On com- 
pletion of their mission, they got back into their spaceships and took off for 
home. 

Secreted in the bushes, behind the rocks, an ancient human sat trans- 
fixed, having watched the entire scetie unbeknownst to our alien friends. 
This prehistoric witness to extraterrestrial visitation rushed home to tell oth- 
ers of the marvelous sight of the fiery “chariots” of the “gods” (thus, the title 
for von Daniken’s book) that had come down from heaven. He or she would 
tell of how the gods or angels had silver skins (space suits) and bubble-heads 
(space helmets) and wielded marvelous devices (communicators, ray guns, 
and so forth). Artistic renderings would be made on cave walls and pots. 
Descriptions would be passed down from generation to generation, espe- 
cially if the space gods came back again and again, reinforcing the entire 
idea of gods from the heavens. Descriptions would be written of the won- 
drous spectacle of the gods coming to earth. Our ancestors would wait for 
their return, as perhaps we wait to this very day. 

Fascinating? Undoubtedly! Wonderful, if true? Absolutely! Backed up 
by inductive and deductive scientific reasoning, evidence, and proof? Ab- 
solutely not. 

This first von Däniken scenario can be called the Inkblot Hypothesis. I 
am sure you are familiar with “inkblots” used in psychological testing 
(called Rorschach tests after their originator). A person looks at a series of 
inkblots (images made by dripping ink on paper, which is then folded and 
pressed while the ink is still wet) and then describes what he or she sees. 
The rationale for such an exercise is quite simple. Since there really are no 
specific, identifiable images in the random inkblot pictures, the image you 
recognize comes entirely from your imagination. Therefore, your descrip- 
tion of what you see in the inkblots should give a psychologist an idea of 
what is going on in your mind. It might tell him or her something about your 
personality, feelings, and so on. 

The point is that the picture seen in an inkblot is entirely dependent on 
the mind of the viewer. The images themselves are not necessarily anything 
in particular. They are whatever you make them out to be, whatever you 
want them to be. 

Von Daniken’s approach is analogous to an inkblot test. Although he is 
describing actual images, these images belong to a different culture. With- 
out an understanding of the religious, artistic, or historical contexts of the 
drawings or images within the culture that produced them, von Daniken’s 
descriptions of the images tell us more about what is going on in his mind 
than about what was in the minds of the ancient artists. 

For example, an image identified by von Daniken as an astronaut with 
a radio antenna might be more easily explained as a shaman or priest with 
an antler headdress or simply a mythical creature (Figure 9.1). Von Daniken 
sees spacemen because he wants to, not because they really are there. 
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Figure 9.1 Applying von Daniken’s 
perspective to artifacts like this antler 
mask from the Moundbuilder site of 
Spiro (see Chapter 7) in Oklahoma 
(left) and this petroglyph (rock carv- 
ing) in Colorado (below; K. L. Feder), 
one might conclude that they both 
represented space-helmeted aliens, 
complete with antennae. The appli- 
cation of Occam’s razor demands 
we first consider more mundane ex- 
planations. The mask likely was used 
in ceremonies where a priest or 
shaman portrayed a deer spirit, and 
the petroglyph is most likely the de- 
piction of a mythical creature. (Deer 
mask photo by Carmelo Guadagno. 
Courtesy of the Museum of the 
American Indian, Heye Foundation) 








Here is another example. On the desert southern coast of Peru, prehis- 
toric people called the Nazca constructed a spectacular complex of shapes 
(Kosok and Reiche 1949; McIntyre 1975; Reiche 1978). Most are long lines, 
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Figure 9.2 This Nazca geoglyph or earth-drawing, depicts a monkey. Large-scale 
drawings like those at Nazca are known from a number of places in the world. They 
likely were intended to please the gods and were constructed with the use of scale 
models. They certainly did not require the intervention of extraterrestrialsk—and why 
would aliens from outer space instruct ancient humans to draw giant monkeys, spi- 
ders, snakes, and the like, in the first place? (Photo by Bates Littlehales © National 
Geographic Society) 


etched into the desert surface, criss-crossing each other at all angles. The 
most interesting, however, are about three hundred actual drawings, ren- 
dered on an enormous scale (some are hundreds of feet across), of animals 
such as fish, monkeys, birds, and snakes (Figure 9.2). 

The figures and lines were made by clearing away the darker surface 
rocks, exposing the lighter desert soil beneath. They are remarkable achieve- 
ments because of their great size, but certainly not beyond the capabilities of 
prehistoric people. Remember, these drawings were not carved into solid 
rock with extraterrestrial lasers; they were not paved over with some myste- 
rious substance from another world. They were, in essence, “swept” into ex- 
istence. Science writer Joe Nickell, an investigator of extreme claims whom 
we will encounter again when we examine the Shroud of Turin in Chapter 
11, has duplicated the technique of making Nazca-like designs. With a crew 
of six people and several bags of lime (the white powder farmers and back- 
yard landscapers use to cut soil acidity; it’s also used to lay out lines on ath- 
letic fields), Nickell was able to outline a nearly perfect replica of a 
120-meter-long (400-foot) Nazca bird in a single day. The other raw materi- 
als were some rope and a few pieces of wood (Nickell 1983). 
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What does von Daniken have to say about the Nazca markings? Al- 
most yielding to rationality, he admits that “they could have been laid out 
on their gigantic scale by working from a model and using a system of coor- 
dinates” (1970:17), which is precisely how Nickell accomplished it. Not to 
disappoint us, however, von Däniken prefers the notion that “they could 
also have been built according to instructions from an aircraft” (p. 17). Rely- 
ing on the “inkblot approach,” he says, “Seen from the air, the clear-cut im- 
pression that the 37-mile-long plain of Nazca made on me was that of an 
airfield” (p. 17). 

Please remember Occam’s razor here. On the one hand, for the hypoth- 
esis that the ancient people of South America built the lines themselves, we 
need only assume that they were clever. The archaeological record of the 
area lends support to this. On the other hand, for von Daniken’s preferred 
hypothesis, we have to assume the existence of extraterrestrial, intelligent 
life (unproven); assume that they visited Earth in the distant past (unproven 
and not very likely); assume that they needed to build rather strange air- 
fields (pretty hard to swallow) and then, for added amusement, instructed 
local Indians to construct enormous representations of birds, spiders, mon- 
keys, fish, and snakes. Those assumptions are bizarre, and the choice under 
Occam’s razor is abundantly clear. 

We can go on and deduce some implications for our preferred hypoth- 
esis: We should find evidence of small-scale models, we should find the art 
style of the desert drawings repeated in other artifacts found in the area, 
and we might expect the Nazca markings to be part of a general tradition in 
western South America of large-scale drawings. When we test these predic- 
tions, we do find such supporting evidence: For example, Wilson (1988) has 
reported on a more recently discovered set of large-scale earth drawings in 
Peru. Archaeological and historical information indicates that the lines were 
ceremonial roads leading to sacred origin places for families or entire com- 
munities. Far from being entirely enigmatic or without any cultural or his- 
torical context, they were made and used by some local native groups until 
fairly recently as a regular part of their religious festivities (Bruhns 1994). 

Consider this example of the inkblot approach from a more recent 
von Däniken book, The Eyes of the Sphinx (1996). Deep in one of the sub- 
terranean chambers of the Egyptian temple dedicated to Hathor, goddess 
of music, love, and dance, located in Dendera, is a relief sculpture depict- 
ing two strange objects (Figure 9.3). In each, a slightly sinuous snake em- 
anates from a flower and is enclosed in an elongate object attached to the 
flower. Altogether, the relief looks like two giant eggplants with enclosed 
snakes facing off against each other. A strange image, to be sure, but what 
does it mean? 

To answer this riddle, von Daniken considers the challenge of provid- 
ing enough light for Egyptian artisans to have produced the wall reliefs deep 
in the temple and postulates an extraordinary light source. Egyptologists 
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Figure 9.3 Image from a wall deep in the temple of Hathor at Dendera, Egypt. These 
objects can be interpreted as representations of ancient lightbulbs only by applying 
von Däniken’s inkblot approach. Absolutely no physical evidence supports the claim 
that ancient Egyptians produced electrically powered lightbulbs. 


assume, rather unimaginatively, that these workers used oil lamps and 
torches to light their way. From Egyptian sources we know that pieces of 
linen were soaked in oil or animal fat and then twisted into wicks, which, 
when lit, provided a bright light. Salt was applied to these wicks to reduce 
smoke and soot. Lamps that burned oil or animal fat also were used; again, 
salt was added to the mix to cut down on smoke. Beyond this, the an- 
cient Egyptians made candles to light their way in the darkness of subter- 
ranean rooms and pyramid tombs. These candles were manufactured to 
burn a predetermined amount of time. Pyramid and tomb workers knew 
their shift was complete when the candle began to burn down to its base. Fi- 
nally, there also is clear physical evidence that the Egyptians constructed 
clever arrays of polished metal mirrors to bring reflected light down inside 
deep corridors. 

Not one to accept such simple explanations, von Däniken complains 
that absolutely no lamp soot was found on the walls or ceilings and that the 
light reflected by mirrors would have been too weak. Occam’s razor forces a 
scientist to suggest the rather mundane possibility that salt was effective in 
reducing the amount of soot produced and that workers cleaned the soot 
that was produced from the chamber’s surfaces when they were done. Also, 
experimental testing of mirror replicas shows that they work quite well, and 
these produced no soot at all. 

Von Daniken, however, is not bound by Occam’s razor, experimental 
testing, or any other rule of logic or method of science. His suggestion? The 
snake encased in an eggplant motif is a depiction of an electric lightbulb! 
The flower is its socket, the snake the filament, and the eggplant its glass 
enclosure. 

Electrically powered lightbulbs in ancient Egypt or anywhere else must 
have been invented, manufactured, and used within a broader context. What 
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are the deductive implications of the hypothesized existence of such light- 
ing devices in ancient Egypt? What should we find in archaeological exca- 
vations to support this interpretation? Even modern lightbulbs burn out or 
break, so we would expect to find in archaeological excavations in Egypt 
dead but, perhaps, intact bulbs, fragments of broken glass bulbs, metal sock- 
ets, pieces of the necessarily durable filaments, and stretches of the electric 
cable needed to bring electricity to the bulbs from its source. This last re- 
quirement leads us to the most important and most problematic deduction— 
we also must find evidence for the production of electric power by ancient 
Egyptians for these lightbulbs. 

Little of this seems to occur to von Daniken, although using a thor- 
oughly discredited interpretation of a 2,000-year-old artifact from Iraq he 
does claim that electricity was produced in the ancient world (Eggert 1996). 

Is there any hard, archaeological evidence that ancient Egyptians pro- 
duced electricity and manufactured lightbulbs? The answer is “no.” In his 
analysis of the images on the wall in Hathor’s Temple in Dendera, von 
Daniken does not prove that Egyptians had electric lighting but merely that 
his inkblot speculations have become even more wildly imaginative in re- 
cent years. 

Because prehistoric pictorial depictions and even early written de- 
scriptions are sometimes indistinct or vague and—perhaps more impor- 
tant—because they are part of a different culture and have a context not 
immediately apparent to those who do not explore further, you can see or 
read anything you want into them, just as you can with inkblots. 

Try this experiment. Using any of von Daniken’s books, look at the 
photographs, but do not read the captions where von Daniken tells you what 
the item pictured must be (spaceship, extraterrestrial alien, or whatever). 
Now figure out what you think it looks like. You probably will not agree with 
what von Daniken says. For example, Figure 9.4 is a photograph of a sar- 
cophagus lid from the Maya site of Palenque. Does it evoke in your mind 
any extraterrestrial images? Probably not. Yet, for von Daniken, the coffin 
lid is a clear representation of a space-suited alien piloting a spacecraft 
(1970:100-101). 

The inkblot principle is at work again. When you are unfamiliar with 
the culture, you can make just about anything you want to out of these im- 
ages, but you are most decidedly not practicing science. Von Däniken does 
not understand the cultural context of the Palenque artifact. He does not 
recognize the Maya symbols in the carving of the Ceiba Tree and the Earth 
Monster. What are mysterious devices for von Däniken are simply common 
artistic representations of Maya jewelry, including ear and nose plugs. 
Again, not understanding the context of the artifact, von Däniken does not 
realize that the person depicted on the sarcophagus lid was a dead Maya 
king represented in a position between life, the Ceiba Tree above him, and 
death, the Earth Monster below (Robertson 1974; Sabloff 1989). 
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Figue 9.4 Using what we here call the inkblot approach, von Däniken interprets the 
image on the sarcophagus lid from the Temple of Inscriptions at the Maya site of 
Palenque as depicting an astronaut with antennae and oxygen mask, peering through 
a telescope and manipulating the controls of a rocket. Maya archaeologists prefer to 
interpret this scene within the context of Maya cosmogony—a king poised between 
life and death in his journey to the afterlife. (© 1976 Merle Greene Robertson/ 
Pre-Columbian Art Research Institute) 
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Figure 9.5 The magnificent Temple of the Inscriptions, the final resting place of Pacal, 
ruler of Palenque. Pacal’s tomb with its famous sarcophagus lid was found at the bot- 
tom of a staircase leading from the top to a point beneath the pyramid. (© Barry 
Kass/Anthro-Photo) 


As for the individual depicted on the lid and buried in the tomb, he is 
anything but some mysterious, out-of-place enigma whose origins can be 
traced to outer space. In fact, we know a great deal about him; the informa- 
tion was provided by the Maya themselves (Schele and Freidel 1990). He 
was Pacal, ruler of the ancient city of Palenque from A.D. 615 until his death 
and placement in the tomb at the base of an impressive pyramid in A.D. 683 
(Figure 9.5). 

Kingship was inherited in the male line among the Maya, but Pacal’s 
father had not been king before him. Pacal’s mother, however, Lady Zac-Kuk, 
was descended from kings. Through his mother, Pacal attempted to legit- 
imize his kingship and that of his own son. Fortunately for students of Maya 
history, Pacal had a detailed king list inscribed in the temple atop his pyra- 
mid tomb, and an additional listing placed on his sarcophagus. We know 
the names of his ancestors and the names of his descendants. We know what 
he accomplished during his reign as ruler of Palenque. And we have his 
physical remains in the coffin. Although he was once the all-powerful ruler 
of a splendid society, nothing is left of Pacal save his very human bones. 

Pacal’s story needs no tired speculation about extraterrestrial visitors 
to earth. Pacal was a dynamic and vibrant historical personage, a real human 
being who lived, ruled a great city, and died more than 1,300 years ago, and 
whose story has been revealed by archaeology and history. 
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One needs to be familiar with Maya cosmogony and history to recog- 
nize the context of the Palenque stone within Maya culture. Von Daniken, 
however, is wholly ignorant of Maya beliefs and therefore can come up with 
such an unsupported speculation concerning the image on the coffin lid. 

Once you become familiar with von Daniken’s own particular brand of 
illogical thinking, you can probably guess what he says renderings in ancient 
art actually represent. Doing so might be fun, but it is in fact just a game of 
trying to guess the meandering of an illogical mind. That is not scientific ar- 
chaeology; that is psychotherapy. The Inkblot Hypothesis merely shows how 
suggestible people are (“Hey, doesn’t that cave painting look like a space- 
man?” “Gee, now that you mention it, I guess it does.”) Inkblots, however, or 
strange drawings on cave walls, weird creatures on pots, odd sculptures, or 
mystical visions written down in ancient books can never prove the visita- 
tions of ancient astronauts, as much as von Daniken might like them to. 


The Amorous Astronaut Hypothesis 


Von Daniken’s second hypothesis suggests that extraterrestrial aliens played 
an active and important role in the actual biological development of our spe- 
cies. There has been some controversy on this particular point. An episode 
of the public television series Nova (“The Case of the Ancient Astronauts” 
1978) focused on Von Daniken’s ideas. During an interview that was part of 
the episode, he maintained that he never really made such a claim. Let’s see. 

In Chariots of the Gods? von Daniken proposed the following scenario. 
A group of extremely advanced, interstellar space travelers lands on earth, 
for the first time perhaps millions of years ago. They find a primitive race of 
creatures, very apelike, with small brains, but with a lot of potential. Then, 
von Daniken claims, “A few specially selected women would be fertilized 
by the astronauts. Thus a new race would arise that skipped a stage in nat- 
ural evolution” (1970:11). 

If the previous claim can be called the Inkblot Hypothesis, I can call this 
one the Amorous Astronaut Hypothesis. 

According to this hypothesis, extraterrestrial aliens have streaked at 
near light speed to get to earth. The speed of light is fast (186,000 miles per 
second), but the universe is large, and our spacemen (for von Daniken, the 
extraterrestrial visitors always seem to be males) have been cooped up in 
their spaceship, perhaps in suspended animation, for at least four years. The 
star nearest to our sun is about four light years away, and so—even travel- 
ing at the speed of light—four years is the absolute minimum. Our extra- 
terrestrial friends land, are wakened from their deep sleep, and exit their 
spaceship to explore the new frontiers of an unexplored planet in an alien 
solar system. And what do you think they do? They look for females to breed 
with. The human species is not the product of evolution, but of interstellar 
miscegenation. 
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Even von Daniken’s most ardent supporters must admit that he has 
some very strange ideas about the ability of different species to mate and 
produce offspring. For example, the mummy of ancient Egyptian priestess 
Makare, daughter of Pharaoh Pingdjem (c. 1075 B.c.), was placed in her tomb 
with a small mummified bundle. It had been assumed that the bundle was 
her child until it was x-rayed in 1972. The small mummy turned out to be 
that of a baboon. This was not so surprising. Egyptians commonly mummi- 
fied animals, and most Egyptologists assumed that the baboon baby was 
Makare’s pet or, perhaps, a symbolic child entombed with Makare as a sur- 
rogate for a human baby. Von Däniken (1996:63) suggests, instead, that 
Makare may have actually given birth to what he implies was a human/ 
baboon hybrid. Von Daniken recognizes that humans and baboons cannot 
mate and produce offspring, so he proposes that extraterrestrial aliens con- 
ducted genetic experiments, hybridizing a wide variety of earth species. 
Makare’s baby baboon is just one example. The many mythological crea- 
tures seen all over the ancient world—Pegasus, the Sphinx, griffins—are not 
mythological at all for von Daniken but are accurate depictions of these hy- 
brids! Why did ancient astronauts conduct these seemingly bizarre genetic 
experiments? According to von Daniken (1996), it was solely for entertain- 
ment: “The extraterrestrials had found a way to keep themselves busy. They 
merrily invented one monster after another . . . and they observed with 
much amusement the reactions of the flabbergasted humans” (p. 58). 

As Carl Sagan so astutely pointed out in “The Case of the Ancient As- 
tronauts,” the chances of any two different species from even our own planet 
being able to mate and produce offspring are quite remote. Horses and don- 
keys are one of the very rare exceptions to this. Even here, when these two 
very closely related species mate, the offspring are sterile. The possibility of 
two species that evolved on different planets in two different solar systems 
even having the appropriately. matching physical equipment for mating, 
much less having matching DNA necessary to produce offspring, is so in- 
credibly unlikely that it is beyond calculation. Yet these are precisely the im- 
plications that must be deduced from von Daniken’s hypothesis. As Sagan 
pointed out, a human ancestor would likely have been more successful mat- 
ing with a petunia than with a creature from outer space; at least the human 
ancestor and the petunia both evolved here on Earth. Extraterrestrial astro- 
nauts, amorous or not, simply could not have mated with our ancestors to 
produce us. 


The “Our Ancestors, the Dummies” Hypothesis 


This leads us to the final von Daniken hypothesis, the notion that the 
archaeological record is replete with evidence of highly advanced artifacts 
beyond the capability of ancient humans. This can be called the Our Ances- 
tors, the Dummies, Hypothesis (after Omunhundro 1976). Von Däniken is 
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claiming that our human ancestors were too dumb to have, all by them- 
selves, using their own creative abilities, intelligence, and labor, produced 
the admittedly spectacular works of engineering, architecture, mathematics, 
astronomy, botany, and zoology evidenced in the archaeological record. 

Mind you, von Daniken is not saying that archaeologists are hiding 
the physical evidence of ancient flying saucer parts or ray guns found at pre- 
historic Indian villages or ancient Chinese temples. That would be an easy 
claim to check scientifically; such artifacts either exist or they do not. No, in- 
stead, von Daniken simply points to artifacts such as pyramids or temples, 
statues, or carvings. He makes reference to prehistoric accomplishments 
such as the domestication of plants and animals, the development of metal- 
lurgy, and especially astronomical abilities—all things for which archaeo- 
logical evidence is abundant. Von Daniken simply cannot understand how, 
and therefore doesn’t believe that, prehistoric people could have managed 
all this without some sort of outside help. This help, for von Daniken, comes 
in the form of aliens from outer space. 

In a sense, von Däniken is the ultimate diffusionist. Where some have 
suggested that all advanced ideas originated in southwestern Asia or Egypt 
or even Atlantis (see Chapter 8) and spread out from there, von Daniken 
sees the source for human advancement as being in the stars. 

There seem to be two contributing factors to von Daniken’s misunder- 
standing and misrepresentation of the archaeological record: 


1. He is ignorant of simple archaeological facts. 


2. There seems to be not just a little European ethnocentrism at work 
here. 


The best place to show how these factors work is in von Daniken’s mis- 
understanding of the archaeological record of ancient Egypt. 


Ancient Egypt 


Most people are at least passingly familiar with Egypt of the great pharaohs, 
the enormous pyramids, the mysterious Sphinx (Figure 9.6), the fabulous 
treasures of the tomb of Tutankhamun, and so on. 

Did you ever wonder where the Egyptian civilization came from, how 
the Egyptians managed to build those fabulous pyramids, and how they ac- 
complished the rest of their spectacular legacy? Archaeologists have won- 
dered and devoted years to unraveling the mysteries of this remarkable 
culture. Egyptologists have been digging up the past of Egypt for over 150 
years now and can construct a fairly detailed scenario for the evolution of 
this civilization (for example, see Clayton 1994 and Hoffman 1979). How- 
ever, after a couple of tourist visits to Egypt, von Daniken declares that all of 
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Figure 9.6 The Sphinx, at Giza, espblematic of ancient Egypt, is the product of hurnan 
ingenuity and hard work. It was not built or inspired by ancient astronauts. (M. F. Feder) 


those archaeologists are completely misinformed. He says, “If we meekly 
accept the neat package of knowledge that the Egyptologists serve up to us, 
ancient Egypt appears suddenly and without transition with a fantastic 
ready-made civilization” (1970:74). 

He further describes the accomplishments of the ancient Egyptians as 
being “genuine miracles in a country that is suddenly capable of such 
achievements without recognizable prehistory” (1970:74). 

So, what is von Daniken’s solution to the archaeological enigma of a 
great “ready-made” civilization springing up “suddenly” and “without 
transition” in a land “without recognizable prehistory”? Where did Egypt- 
jan culture come fror, and whom does he credit for its great architectural, 
scientific, mathematical, astronomical, and engineering accomplishments? If 
you guessed that von Däniken says all of these things were made possible 
by the “gods” from outer space, you are correct. 

In one sense, von Daniken is correct; if we hypothesize that Egyptian 
culture was transplanted full-blown from somewhere else, we should ex- 
pect that it appeared quickly, without any evolutionary antecedents. How- 
ever, again considering Occam's razor, we might want to first consider some 
possible earthly sources such as the older civilization of Mesopotamia in the 
Near East (which is, after all, only about 500 miles from the Nile) before we 
start bringing up the residents of Alpha Centauri. 

Nevertheless, ong rather important point needs to be brought up here. 
Von Daniken’s claim about the suddenness of Egyptian civilization is ab- 
solutely inaccurate. Archaeologists have now traced the ultimate roots of 
this “sudden” civilization back more than 12,000 years, when nomadic 
hunters and gatherers began to settle down along the Nile (Butzer 1976). 
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Recent excavations at sites like Wadi Kubbaniya show that at this time peo- 
ple were living in small villages along the Nile and harvesting the wild 
wheat, barley, lentils, chick peas, and dates that abounded there (Wendorf , 
Schild, and Close 1982). Their villages are littered with the grinding stones, 
mortars, and pestles they used to make flour. They supplemented their diet 
with wild game and fish, so they weren’t entirely settled or “civilized,” but 
they were on the path toward civilization. By beginning to rely on the crops 
of wild wheat and barley, they were laying down the roots of an agricul- 
tural revolution that was to form the subsistence base of Egypt of the 
pharaohs. 

We have archaeological evidence for small villages along the Nile 
where the people were living no longer on wild, but on domesticated plants 
and animals fully 8,000 years ago. Cultivating crops and raising animals 
provided a more secure, more dependable, and much more productive food 
base for these people. The archaeological evidence indicates clearly that in 
response to this, both the number of villages and the population of individ- 
ual villages grew (Lamberg-Karlovsky and Sabloff 1995). After 7,000 years 
ago, the shift to agriculture at sites like Merimde, Tasa, and Badari was com- 
plete. The inhabitants grew wheat and barley and raised cattle, goats, pigs, 
and sheep. Eventually these villages began competing with each other for 
good farmland along the Nile. 

Seen from satellite photographs, the Nile is a thin ribbon of green and 
blue flowing through a huge yellow desert. Clearly, the Nile is the “giver of 
life” to the plants, animals, and people of Egypt. As the circumscribed, pre- 
cious, fertile land along the Nile became filled up between 8,000 and 6,000 
years ago, competition for this rich land intensified. 

some Nile villages were quite successful and grew at the expense of 
others. One example is Hierakonpolis, a town that grew in a very short time 
from an area of a few acres in size to over one hundred, and from a probable 
population of a few hundred to several thousand (Hoffman 1979, 1983). A 
local pottery industry also developed here. 

Pottery manufactured in the kilns that archaeologists have discovered 
at Hierakonpolis can be found at sites all along the Nile. As the demand for 
the pottery of this successful town grew, so did the wealth of the people who 
owned the pottery kilns. It is here at Hierakonpolis that we first see large 
tombs where perhaps these wealthy pottery barons were laid to rest. Their 
tombs were sometimes carved out of bedrock and covered with mounds or 
small, crude pyramids of earth. Finely crafted goods were placed in the 
tombs of these men, perhaps to accompany them to the afterlife. 

However, just as the small towns had previously competed for land, 
Hierakonpolis and other larger villages began to compete for space and 
wealth. Again, based on the archaeological evidence for this period, we can 
conclude that power struggles leading to warfare were common after 5,200 
years ago. One hundred years later, a ruler of Hierakonpolis, whose name 
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Figure 9.7 Von Daniken’s claims about the “sudden” appearance of the Egyptian 
pyramid are simply incorrect. The Egyptian pyramid was not introduced by aliens, ex- 
traterrestrial or otherwise, but evolved through several phases in Egypt itself. One of 
these phases is represented by the stepped pyramid of Saqqara, which had itself 
evolved from the single-tiered mastabas. (M. H. Feder) 


has been passed down to us through later Egyptian writings as Narmer, was 
able through military conquest to subdue and then unify the competing vil- 
lages along the Nile. Now with the wealth of not just one town but of every 
town along the Nile to call on, Narmer and his successors lived and were 
buried in increasingly sumptuous style. 

Eventually, the old practice of burying a leader in a bedrock tomb with 
a small earthen pyramid on top was deemed insufficient for pharaohs. How- 
ever, the pyramid did not appear “suddenly,” as von Daniken would have 
us believe. Initially, the practice of erecting an earthen mound over the tomb 
was replaced by construction of a square-block structure called a mastaba. As 
the mastabas over the tombs got larger through time, pharaohs began to 
build stepped mastabas, with one block on top of another, culminating in a 
stepped pyramid for the pharaoh Djoser at Saqqara (Figure 9.7). 

King Sneferu followed Djoser. He began construction of his funerary 
monument to the south of Saqqara at a place called Meidum sometime after 
he ascended to the throne in 2575 B.c. Sneferu’s monument was begun as 
another stepped pyramid, this time with seven distinct plattorms. During 
construction, however, Sneferu decided to alter the form of the pyramid to 
the one we are more familiar with today, with flat, triangular faces leading 
to a common apex at the top. The work was only partially completed when 
the project was abandoned as a result of the king’s decision in 2560 B.C. to 
move his funerary monument to Dashur, north of Meidum and closer to 
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Saqqara. The Meidum pyramid ultimately was stripped of much of its 
polished exterior casing stones for recycling in other construction projects. 
Today it looks like an abandoned construction site—which is what it is— 
and not the architectural achievement of an advanced, extraterrestrial civi- 
lization (Figure 9.8, top). As Egyptologist Mark Lehner (1997) characterizes 
it, though never completed, Meidum marks the transition between stepped 
and true pyramids in Egypt. 

At Dashur, Sneferu commanded the construction of a true pyramid. 
The faces of individual platforms of Egyptian stepped pyramids were sloped 
at between 72 and 78 degrees. This angle would have been far too steep for 
an entire true pyramid. Construction of Sneferu’s pyramid at Dashur was 
commenced with its surfaces sloped at about 55 degrees. Even at this gen- 
tler angle, however, severe instability of the walls of the pyramid was recog- 
nized partway through construction. At that point, the pyramid architects 
and engineers changed the angle of each of the four pyramid faces to an 
even more gentle 43 or 44 degrees. This gentler angle allowed for the com- 
pletion of Sneferu’s pyramid, but the change is readily apparent in the ap- 
pearance of the monument; it is today called the Bent Pyramid as a result 
(Figure 9.8, bottom). 

Finally, at about 2545 B.c., Sneferu’s builders got it right, constructing 
an entire, true pyramid (Figure 9.9). They began construction of this monu- 
ment at a 43-degree angle, and maintained that slope throughout. The Red, 
or North, Pyramid that resulted fits our conception of what an Egyptian 
pyramid should look like. But remember, this was no sudden or overnight 
accomplishment. It was only through years of trial and error, mistake and 
solution, that the architects and engineers of ancient Egypt were able to per- 
fect their craft as they surely did north of Dashur at Giza, home to the fa- 
mous triad of pyramids—including the largest of Pharaoh Khufu, Sneferu’s 
son—that are both literally and figuratively, one of the Seven Wonders of 
the Ancient World (Figure 9.10). As much as they are monuments to dead 
kings, the pyramids are monuments to the genius and labor of the people of 
ancient Egypt. The data fit no other hypotheses, including those that might 
have us believe that extraterrestrial technologies were involved. 

Unfortunately, everybody in ancient Egypt knew that the pyramids 
contained great wealth, and most were broken into soon after the pharaoh 
was laid to rest. Eventually the Egyptians gave up pyramid building com- 
pletely and buried pharaohs—like King Tut—underground, where their 
tombs might be better hidden and protected. 

Remember, in science we propose a hypothesis to explain something, 
we deduce those things that must also be true if our hypothesis is true, and 
then we do further research to determine if our deduced implications can be 
verified. Only then can we say that our hypothesis is upheld. Here, our hy- 
pothesis is that the ancient Egyptians built the pyramids using their own 
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Figure 9.8 Errors and false starts in construction like those exhibited in the Collapsed 
Pyramid at Meidum (top) and shoddy construction and workarounds like those seen in 
the Bent Pyramid at Dashur (bottom) reflect the very human process that characterizes 
the evolution of Egyptian pyramid-building technology. Problems like these contradict 
any assertion that pyramid building arrived fully formed in Egypt from an outside 
superhuman source like ancient astronauts. (M. H. Feder 
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Figure 9.9 The Red Pyramid was constructed after the Collapsed and Bent Pyramids. 
Mistakes made in those projects and the lessons learned led to the more standard ap- 


pearance—and greater durability—of the Red Pyramid. (M. H. Feder) 
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Figure 9.10 The three spectacular pyramids at Giza represent the pinnacle of Egypt- 
ian pyramid-building technology. They clearly reflect the endpoint along a continuum 
of technological refinement with the process of trial and error evident in the structures 


that preceded them. (M. H. Feder) 
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skill, intelligence, ingenuity, and labor. We can deduce that if this were true, 
then we should find archaeological evidence for the slow development of 
these skills and abilities through time. 

This is precisely what we have found. Egyptian civilization evolved 
not “suddenly” but after some 12,000 years of development marked by 


e The adoption of agriculture 

° Increasing village size 

e Intervillage competition 

e Village differentiation 

e Concentration of wealth 

e Increase in tomb size 

° Consolidation under a single leader or pharaoh 


e Obvious trials and errors in the development of the pyramids as 
monuments to their dead kings 


Like the Maya at Palenque, the Egyptians kept accurate historical rec- 
ords of their kings. The so-called Royal Canon of Turin contains the names 
of about three hundred pharaohs (Kemp 1991:23). It is a detailed and virtu- 
ally complete listing of Egyptian rulers for the first part of their history, pro- 
viding the duration of their reigns, sometimes to the exact numbers of years, 
months, and even days. This list traces Egyptian kingship for 958 years, all 
the way back to Narmer. Not surprisingly, there’s not a single extraterres- 
trial in the bunch; it is, instead, a clearly connected family lineage of descent 
from father to son, pharaoh to pharaoh. 

All of this evidence, both archaeological and historical, supports our 
original hypothesis: the ancient Egyptians built the pyramids and devel- 
oped their civilization without help from ancient astronauts. 


Von Daniken’s Response 


What does Erich von Daniken have to say about all this? He claims that the 
Egyptians by themselves could not have built the pyramids because they 
did not have the tools with which to cut the limestone slabs. As shown in 
“The Case of the Ancient Astronauts,” in fact, the stone and copper tools 
that they did use are recovered routinely by archaeologists and are on dis- 
play at museums in Egypt. 

Von Daniken also says that once the slabs were cut the Egyptians could 
not have transported them (most weigh about 2,000 pounds each; some 
weigh considerably more), because they had no wood or rope. Archaeologi- 
cal examples of the wooden sledges and heavily twined rope that they used 
are on display in the same museums. 
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Figure 9.11 Von Däniken cannot conceive how the ancient Egyptians were able to 
build pyramids and move the enormous stone blocks and statues that are a part of the 
archaeological record of their civilization. But the ancient Egyptians themselves left 
records like this image copied from a wall panel of how they did it. Here, a crew of 
168 men pull ropes attached to a sledge on which sits a statue more than 20 feet tall. 
A worker on the sledge pours a lubricant—perhaps an oil—onto the ground in front of 
the sledge. (K. L. Feder) 


Von Daniken estimates that it took 100,000 workers to build Khufu’s 
pyramid based on the report of Greek historian Herodotus who wrote 2,000 
years after its construction. A recent mathematical analysis of the amount of 
labor it would have taken to build the great pyramid calls this estimate into 
question. Stuart Kirkman Weir (1996) concluded that a workforce of about 
10,000 people working for the entirety of Khufu’s twenty-eight-year reign 
could have completed the task. Von Daniken maintains that there is no evi- 
dence for the huts needed to house this enormous city of pyramid builders, 
but Egyptologists often dig through the mundane residential remains of 
these workers. 

Von Daniken complains that the alignments and proportions of the 
pyramids are too perfectly executed for an ancient people unaided by some 
superior intelligence. This is nonsense. Archaeologists have, in fact, recov- 
ered a set of perfectly preserved ancient Egyptian measuring tools in the 
tomb of the architect Kha at Deir el Medina. Their analysis shows that Egyp- 
tian builders were certainly capable of constructing the temples and pyra- 
mids that so fascinate modern thinkers. 

Perhaps most remarkable of all, we must remember that the Egyptians 
were proud of their accomplishments and recorded their construction proj- 
ects in actual picture-writing called hieroglyphics as well as in paintings. 
Anyone who is interested can visit Egypt and see paintings on the walls of 
ancient buildings and tombs that depict exactly how large construction proj- 
ects were carried out (Figure 9.11). To say that the ancient Egyptians could 
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not have built the pyramids would be like saying Americans could not have 
built the Empire State Building in New York City even though there are pho- 
tographs of its construction. 

Finally, a recent episode of the Nova science series on Public Broadcast- 
ing, titled “This Old Pyramid,” was devoted to an experiment in pyramid 
building. Using traditional techniques, a Massachusetts stone mason, an ar- 
chaeologist, and a handful of Egyptian workers were able to reproduce a 
small-scale pyramid. Though not perfect—and not without disagreements 
erupting among the participants about the best ways to proceed—the mini- 
pyramid was a successful first effort. No extraterrestrial instruction or aid 
was needed. 


More Mysteries of Ancient Egypt? 


As pointed out in “The Case of the Ancient Astronauts,” von Daniken makes 
many other unsubstantiated claims about ancient Egypt in Chariots of 
the Gods?: 


1. “The height of the pyramid of Cheops multiplied by a thousand mil- 
lion—98,000,000 miles—corresponds approximately to the distance 
between the earth and the sun” (p. 76). It does not. The height of the 
pyramid at Cheops is about 481 feet. Multiply this by 1,000,000,000 
and you get 91,098,485 miles. The actual mean distance between the 
earth and the sun is about 93,000,000 miles, a difference of close to 
2 million miles. Not terribly accurate for interstellar travelers. 


2. Discussing mummification, von Däniken claims that the process was 
introduced by extraterrestrial aliens to preserve the bodies of Egyptian 
leaders who could be reawakened when the aliens returned. So it was 
the aliens who introduced “the first audacious idea that the cells of the 
body had to be preserved so that the corpse could be awakened to a 
new life after thousands of years” (1970:81). The only problem here is 
that in the mummification process the Egyptian priests disemboweled 
the body, sticking the heart, lungs, liver, and other organs in jars. 
These priests also picked out the brains through the nose of the de- 
ceased with a pair of tweezers. There could be little hope for bringing 
somebody in that state back to life. 


No, there simply are no laser burns on pyramid stones, no wrecked 
flying saucers under the Sphinx, no resurrected, 4,000-year-old Egyptian 
pharaohs walking around (not outside of Boris Karloff in the movie The 
Mummy, anyway). We might expect all of these as deduced implications of 
von Daniken’s hypothesis of extraterrestrial involvement in the develop- 
ment of Egyptian civilization. Instead, all we are left with is the remarkable 
evidence of the obvious great ingenuity and toil of the culture of ancient 
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Egypt. The lesson of ancient Egypt has nothing to do with spaceships or ex- 
traterrestrial aliens. On the contrary, the lesson is one of human abilities, in- 
telligence, and accomplishment. 


More Ancestors, More Dummies 


Again, in reference to the Our Ancestors, the Dummies, Hypothesis, it is not 
just ancient Egypt that boggles von Daniken’s mind to the point where he 
cannot believe that mere people were responsible for the artifacts that ar- 
chaeologists find. Here are just a few additional examples. 


Extraterrestrial Calendars? 


In his third book, Gold of the Gods (1973), von Daniken makes reference to 
the hypothesis of science writer Alexander Marshack (1972). Marshack 
maintains that some inscribed bone, antler, and ivory tools from Paleolithic 
Europe, dating from 10,000 to 30,000 years ago, represent the oldest calen- 
dars in the world. He hypothesizes that these first calendars were based on 
the cycle of changes in the phases of the moon. Amazed as always, von 
Däniken asks 


Why did Stone Age men bother about astronomical representations? It 
is usually claimed that they had their hands full just to procure suffi- 
cient nourishment on endless hunts. Who instructed them in this work? 
Did someone advise them how to make these observations which were 
far above their “level”? Were they making notes for an expected visit 
from the cosmos? (1973:203-4) 


Von Daniken has lots of questions, but precious few answers. Let’s look 
at one of these artifacts and see if it indeed looks like something only an ex- 
traterrestrial alien might have devised. Probably the most famous of the ar- 
tifacts in question is the Abri Blanchard antler plaque found in southern 
France and dated to about 30,000 years ago (Figure 9.12). This ancient piece 
of ivory has close to seventy impressions carved into it along a sinuous arc. 
If you begin in the center of the antler and work your way along the arc, a 
rough pattern emerges. Each design element appears to be a fraction of a 
circle. As you follow the arc of impressions, the marks seem to grow in terms 
of the proportion of a circle represented and then, once a whole circle is pro- 
duced, to diminish. The similarity between the sequence of impressions and 
the phases of the moon is apparent. It is Marshack’s well-reasoned, though 
still-debated, hypothesis that this is precisely what these ancient people 
were trying to convey. 

No one can deny that it is fascinating to think that 30,000 years ago 
prehistoric people may have looked at the mysterious light in the night 
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Figure 9.12 Von Däniken sees evidence for knowledge far beyond the capabilities of 
ancient people in 30,000-year-old bone implements of the Upper Paleolithic. But, per- 
haps the best known of these, the antler plaque at Abri Blanchard in France, though a 
compelling argument for the great intelligence of our prehistoric ancestors, is really 
just the simple depiction of lunar phases. The pattern of lunar waxing and waning was 


” 


likely well known to these people. (© Alexander Marshack) 


sky and wondered about it. Based on this and similar artifacts from the pe- 
riod 30,000 to 10,000 years ago, it appears quite possible that these ancient 
people recognized the cyclical nature of the lunar phases. But as interesting 
as it might be, does the antler plaque look like the calendar of an extraterres- 
trial alien? 

Certainly it took intelligence to watch the nightly change in the moon’s 
phases and conclude that it was not random, that it was patterned and pre- 
dictable. But remember, these were people who, of necessity, were attuned 
to the natural world around them. Their very survival depended on their 
observations of nature, and nature is filled with predictable cycles. Day fol- 
lowed by night followed by day is an unending, constant pattern that is eas- 
ily recognized. The fact that summer follows spring, is replaced by fall and 
then winter, which leads inevitably back to spring, was a cycle that had to 
be known, followed, and relied on by our prehistoric ancestors. Long before 
30,000 years ago their brains had become as big as ours, and they were 
just as intelligent as we are. The fact that they may have recognized the 
phases of the moon as another cycle in nature and that they recorded these 
changes to be used, perhaps, as a kind of calendar is a wonderful achieve- 
ment, but not really so unexpected. 


Extraterrestrial Aliens in the Pacific? 


Or how about this? On the island of Temuen, in Micronesia in the western 
Pacific, there is an interesting archaeological site called Nan Madol. Itis a 
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Figure 9.13 These large, elongated columns of basalt in California are entirely nat- 
ural and were formed by the same process that produced the basalt “logs” of Temuen 
in the Pacific. (K. L. Feder) 


village of close to one hundred structures, built probably between five and 
six hundred years ago (Ballinger 1978). The buildings themselves are indeed 
remarkable. The raw material used in construction consisted of volcanic 
basalt blocks found on the other side of the island. Von Daniken is amazed 
by the blocks themselves as well as by the entire construction project. About 
the individual blocks, he claims: 


Until now scholars have claimed that these basalt slabs were formed by 
lava that had cooled. That seemed like a lot of nonsense to me as I labo- 
riously verified with my measuring tape that the lava had solidified ex- 


clusively in hexagonal or octagonal columns of roughly the same length. 
eye 117, 119) 


Von Däniken is apparently no better versed in geology than he is in 
archaeology. The octagonal and hexagonal structure of basalt columns at 
Temuen is a recognized, well-understood geological phenomenon called 
columnar jointing. You don’t need to go all the way to Micronesia to see such 
columns; precisely the same phenomenon can be seen at the Devils Postpile 
National Monument in California (Figure 9.13; see also Figure 8.8). If von 
Däniken had only gone around to the other side of Temuen Island, he would 
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Figure 9.14 The remarkable Moai of Faster Island number in the hundreds and reflect 
the great intelligence, technical skill, and organizational abilities of so-called primitive 
people. The photograph on the right shows a Moai that was not finished, still lying in 

place in its quarry. No laser burns have been found in the quarries, only the stone tools 
the Easter Islanders used to carve out the statues from the surrounding rock. (Sonja Gray) 


have seen these columns in their natural outcrop, untouched by human (or, 
I might add, alien) hands. 

On another Polynesian island, von Daniken believes there is evidence 
of extraterrestrial involvement. Easter Island is one of the most remote 
places on Earth, 3,200 km (2,000 miles) west of the coast of South America 
and 2,000 km (1,250 miles) southeast of the nearest inhabited island. The is- 
land was first settled sometime after A.D. 300 by Polynesian explorers from 
the west. 

On the island, 883 large stone statues called Moai have been located, 
and there may be as many as fifty others not yet recorded (Van Tilburg 1987, 
1994, 1995). Carved from a relatively soft volcanic rock called tuff, they are 
impressive indeed. The largest is over 20 meters (60 feet) high and weighs 
about 55,000 kilograms (60 tons). The “average” statue is over 14” feet high 
and weighs 14 tons. Even the smaller statues would have taken consider- 
able labor to quarry, sculpt, transport, and erect (Figure 9.14). 

Not surprisingly, von Daniken does not believe that the Easter Is- 
landers could have accomplished these tasks by themselves. In Gods from 
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Outer Space (1971), he suggests that the statues (or at least some of them) 
were erected by extraterrestrial aliens marooned on Easter Island. What was 
their motive for erecting the statues? According to von Daniken, it was sim- 
ple boredom (p. 118). 

Intensive archaeological investigations have been carried out on Easter 
Island since 1955 (see Van Tilburg 1994 for a detailed discussion of this 
work). Quarries with partially completed statues have been discovered— 
along with the simple stone picks, hammers, and chisels used to quarry the 
rock and carve the images. Roads have been identified on which the statues 
were transported. Statues accidentally broken during transport have been 
located along the roads. Experiments have been carried out in techniques of 
quarrying, carving, transport, and erection (Heyerdahl 1958). Six men 
roughed out a 5-meter-long statue from the stone quarry in just a few days. 
A group of several islanders erected an ancient Moai in a short time period, 
using levers and ropes. Statues have been moved along the old roads using 
wooden sledges and rope. 

More recently, researcher Jo Anne Van Tilburg (1995) has applied com- 
puter technology to approach the question of how the statues were moved. 
In her analysis, the Moai could have been moved either face down or up on 
a sledge consisting of a large V of two wooden beams about 18 feet long and 
10 inches in diameter, connected by a series of wooden cross-braces. Accord- 
ing to the computer model, it would have been possible to transport the 
stone several miles in this way. Then, using ramps, levers, and wedges, the 
statue could have been slowly tilted upright onto its ceremonial platform, 
called an ahu. 

The Moai are certainly impressive and show what human ingenuity 
and labor can accomplish. But there should be no mystery about that. The 
mystery is why von Daniken did not realize that simple fact. 

And how were Temuen, Hawaii, Fiji, Easter, and all of the other inhab- 
ited islands of the Pacific originally populated? In attempting to answer this 
question, science has focused on archaeological evidence on the islands 
themselves, analysis of the watercraft used in the Pacific, and study of the 
superb traditional navigational skills of the native people (Shutler and Shut- 
ler 1975, Terrell 1986). Computer models have been developed that show the 
likelihood of the success of ancient explorers of the Pacific given certain pa- 
rameters of wind, current, and direction taken (Irwin 1993). From these 
sources of data, we think we have a pretty good handle on the original 
human exploration of and migration into the Pacific. 

But our answers do not satisfy von Daniken. He finds hypotheses of 
human intelligence, endurance, and curiosity too outlandish. What is his ex- 
planation for how these islands were settled, how the first human inhabi- 
tants got there? He says, “I am convinced with a probability bordering on 
certainty that the earliest Polynesians could fly” (1973:133). There is very lit- 
tle that can be said in the face of such absurdity. 
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The Archaeology of Mars 


If at this point you are wondering “what on earth” motivates von Daniken 
and his supporters, you might want to rephrase that question less restric- 
tively. It is not just “on Earth” that they see archaeological evidence for the 
presence of extraterrestrial visitors. They also see such evidence on Mars. 

In the summer of 1976 the National Aeronautic and Space Administra- 
tion (NASA) had two unmanned Viking spacecraft in orbit around the red 
planet Mars. There has been unremitting speculation about the possibility of 
life on Mars at least since 1877 when astronomer Giovanni Schiaparelli ob- 
served rectilinear markings on the Martian surface, calling them canali (Ital- 
ian for channels). American astronomer Percival Lowell became the chief 
proponent of the claim that Schiaparelli’s canali were broad bands of vegeta- 
tion bordering irrigation canals dug by an ancient Martian civilization. 

None of the NASA engineers expected anything quite so dramatic as 
canals, but they were hopeful that some evidence of life on Mars—of a mi- 
croscopic, not monumental variety—would be found. Viking Orbiter 1 dis- 
patched a lander to the surface of the planet on July 20. The lander possessed 
a robotic arm that was able to collect Martian soil samples. Chemical analy- 
ses were conducted on board, searching specifically for the presence of or- 
ganic molecules as well as chemical traces of life, the diagnostic waste 
products left behind by bacteria and other single-celled organisms. If there 
were life on Mars, and if it were at all chemically similar to life on Earth, 
these soil tests would have produced unambiguous results. 

The letdown was obvious when the NASA scientists announced that 
the soil tests showed no definitive evidence of life had been found. No or- 
ganisms or organic molecules were detected. Although some intriguing 
chemical processes were noted, these were almost certainly the product of 
ordinary, nonbiological chemical reactions. Our planetary neighbor bore no 
evidence of life. Our earth remained the only planet known to us in the uni- 
verse that had produced living things. 

But not everyone was convinced. As the result of a single photographic 
exposure taken from an elevation of about 1,000 miles above the Martian 
landscape in an area called Cydonia, a few individuals became convinced 
that, although there might not be any microscopic or chemical evidence for 
life on Mars now, there is mind-boggling archaeological evidence of monu- 
mental proportions for life there in the past (DiPietro and Molenaar 1982). 
On exposure 35A72, in a grainy pastiche of shadow and light, is the image 
at the heart of this extraterrestrial archaeological controversy (Figure 9.15). 
It is called, simply, “the Mars Face,” and it is enormous, roughly a mile long 
from the top of its head to its chin. 

Undeniably, it does look like a human face, or at least a part of one. But 
it also seems to be explainable as an interesting and coincidental play of light 
and shadows, the kind of image trickery that causes us to see faces, animals, 


i L 
» a ' + ia 





Figure 9.15 The so-called Mars Face (upper right) is almost certainly a natural proce 
uct of Martian geology—a natural feature of the landscape that happens to look like a 
human face under the right lighting conditions—and not a monument built by an an- 
cient Martian civilization, (Courtesy of NASA) 


or even household appliances in rock exposures. cave formations. and 
clouds. These images do not really exist except for our mind’s tendency to 
coax familiar pictures out of natural features. | have been in countless un- 
derground caverns where the tour guides have pointed out features like “the 
Capitol Dome,” “Two Eggs, Sunnyside Up,” and the “New York City SkY- 
line.” New Hampshire has the “Old Man of the Mountain.” A rock face in 
Wisconsin presents a lifelike, entirely natural profile of the Indian leader 
Black Hawk. Yet none of these often astonishingly real-looking images were 
conjured up by some ancient geological intelligence. They aw a product of 
our own imaginations, another version of the inkblot effect. Most soologists 
who have viewed the Mars Face photograph ascribe it to just such a cause. 
The most recent photos of the Cydonia area merely contirm this diagnosis. 
The Mars Global Surveyor satellite was positioned prvisely over the ‘face’ 
in early April 1998 for another look at this feature that has Inspindtd so much 
dramatic speculation. The new photographs wer of far higher reselution 
than those taken by the Viking orbiter in 1976. The angle ot the camera and 
of the sun were different than in 1976 and, disappointingly (but not surpris- 
ingly), the feature that looked like a face now merely looks like a mountain 
(Figure 9.16). The face was not the product of some ancient ortraterrestrial 
civilization, but an outcome of stone, light. shadow, and the tendency of out 
brains to coax the recognizable out of indeterminate UALS, l 


The Archaeology of Mars 233 





eae. 
ae 
¥ ah 
ae 


Figure 9.16 The image on the left is the original 1976 Mars Face photograph. The 
center and right images are different projections of a photo taken in 1998 of the same 
Martian feature. It is amazing what a better angle and a higher resolution camera can 
accomplish. Even a casual glance at the new images shows nothing that is particularly 
face-like. Clearly, the “face” is nothing more than a natural feature of the Martian 
landscape. (Jet Propulsion Laboratory, NASA) 


Another feature of the Martian landscape looks like the “happy face” 
symbol (Gardner 1985), but it is simply a meteorite impact crater about 215 
kilometers (134 miles) across with fortuitously positioned smaller features 
located inside it: a smaller crater and a cluster of eminences for eyes and a 
curved cliff for the smiling mouth (Figure 9.17, top left). 

More recently, in June 1999, the Mars orbiter camera photographed a 
geological feature on Mars that specialists identified as a natural pit formed 
by collapse within a straight-walled trough. Though it was a bit late for the 
holiday, the 2.3-kilometer- (1.4-mile-) wide feature looked remarkably like a 
Valentine’s Day heart (Figure 9.17, top right). 

Finally—my personal favorite—another photo of the Martian surface 
shows a lava flow that bears a‘remarkable resemblance to Kermit the Frog 
(Figure 9.17, bottom)! No one has claimed, at least not yet, that this is evi- 
dence of an extraterrestrial origin for the Muppets. 

To scientists, the Face, the “happy face,” the Valentine heart, and Ker- 
mit the Frog are rare, but by no means unique, images of landscape features 
on a planetary body; the images look artificial, but they are entirely natural. 

This has not prevented some from going far beyond just the supposed 
human face. Writer Richard Hoagland (1987) has scanned a series of the 
Viking photographs and views the Face as just the tip of an extraordinary 
extraterrestrial iceberg. Hoagland sees the Face as just one feature in the ruin 
of a vast and ancient Martian city filled with huge pyramids, fortresses, 
roads, and other artificial features. 

Hoagland’s claims, if borne out, would represent the most spectacular 
archaeological and astronomical discovery of all time: an advanced and so- 
phisticated extraterrestrial civilization dating to, Hoagland estimates, more 
than 500,000 years ago! 
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Figure 9.17 Natural features that appear 
to be patterned or even those that look 

as if they were made by some intelligent 
force are actually quite common on Earth 
as well as on Mars. Three images from 
Mars show this rather humorously: an 
8-kilometer-wide (5-mile) meteorite 
impact crater NASA refers to as “the 
largest known Happy Face in the solar 
system” (top left; the smile and eyes were 
formed by natural fractures); an ero- 
sional feature that is a perfect match for a 
Valentine’s Day heart (top right); and a 
remarkable Martian lava flow that bears 
an uncanny resemblance to the Muppet 
character, Kermit the Frog (bottom; 
Kermit’s eye is a meteorite impact crater). 
(Courtesy Jet Propulsion Laboratory, 
NASA) 
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Just when you thought it couldn’t get any weirder, it does. One Web 
page is now claiming an astonishing resemblance between the face on Mars 
and the face of the man on the Shroud of Turin (http:/ /www.aadm.com/ 
cydonia/shroudfonMars.html). The gentleman responsible for the site ad- 
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mits to not knowing precisely the meaning of the perceived resemblance (“a 
coincidence, a hoax, or something else?”). Take a look for yourself; I doubt 
many will agree that there is any similarity at all. 

In July 1997 tens of millions of people all over the world watched im- 
ages of Mars on their televisions while millions more downloaded video 
loops on the World Wide Web. In a reality so amazing that it dwarfs the tired 
speculative fiction of Erich von Daniken, a tiny vehicle superficially resem- 
bling a child’s remote control car cruised the surface of Mars. Controlled by 
programmers back on Earth, the artificial eyes and nose of the device named 
“Sojourner” drove up to a nearby rock to photograph and sniff its chemical 
composition. Human beings were exploring another planet from the safety 
of a laboratory back on Earth. The discoveries being made in the Mars Rover 
project are stunning to astronomers and geologists alike, but they have little 
to do with ancient Martian civilizations. Sojourner spied no roadways, aque- 
ducts, pyramids, fortresses, or anything even vaguely artificial. 

Archaeology is not a discipline that can be fruitfully carried out at a 
distance. Here on Earth, high-altitude aerial photography has proved useful 
in the discovery of large-scale ancient landscape features produced by peo- 
ple—things like canals, roads, and agricultural fields. But in all of those 
cases, aerial photography has represented merely the first step, suggesting 
the existence of such features. Archaeologists need to determine the “ground 
truth” of ostensible cultural features that might actually be the result of natu- 
rally patterned features or imaging/computer artifacts. Until a mission to 
Mars puts archaeologists on the ground (I would be happy to volunteer my 
services), I think it best that we take a skeptical approach and assume that 
extraterrestrial archaeology is not going to command the attention of the 
discipline in the near future. 


Current Perspectives: 
The von Daniken Phenomenon 


Von Daniken repeatedly underestimates the intelligence and abilities of our 
ancestors and then proposes an extraordinary hypothesis to explain the past. 
That is clear. However, what is not so clear is the second reason I have sug- 
gested for von Daniken’s inability to accept prehistoric peoples’ ability 
to produce the great achievements seen in the archaeological record (the 
first was simple ignorance). I have already mentioned it briefly—European 
ethnocentrism. 

What I mean by this becomes clear when you read Chariots of the Gods? 
It is curious that von Daniken is ever ready to provide examples as proof of 
his third hypothesis (Our Ancestors, the Dummies) from archaeological sites 
in Africa, Asia, North America, and South America; but he is curiously and 
atypically silent when it comes to Europe. My feeling about this was so 
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strong on reading Chariots of the Gods? that I actually went through the book 
and tallied the specific references to amazing accomplishments of prehis- 
toric people that von Däniken believes were too advanced, too sophisticated, 
or too remarkable for mere humans to have produced. I paid careful atten- 
tion to where in the world (which continent) these specific examples were 
from. The following chart resulted (Feder 1980a): 





Number 
Continent of the Example of Examples Percentage 
Africa 16 31 
Asia 12 23 
Europe 2 4 
North America 11 22 
South America 10 20 
Total 51 100 


The great majority of von Daniken’s examples here are from places 
other than Europe. It appears that he is utterly astounded by the archaeo- 
logical records of ancient Africa, Asia, and North and South America. He is 
so astounded, in fact, that he thinks that only through the assistance of men 
from outer space could those black, brown, yellow, and red people have pro- 
duced the prehistoric works that archaeologists find on these continents. 

It is curious that von Daniken never wonders who helped the ancient 
Minoans build the great temple at Knossos or the Greeks the Parthenon, or 
which spacemen instructed the Romans in constructing the Coliseum. Why 
not? These monuments are every bit as impressive as those that von 
Däniken does mention. The temple at Knossos is more than 3,500 years 
old, the Parthenon is almost 2,500 years old, and the Coliseum is close to 
2,000. Even in the case of Stonehenge in England, von Daniken is strangely 
quiet and only briefly mentions it in Chariots of the Gods?—though he 
finally does get around to Stonehenge in a more recent book, Pathways to 
the Gods. 

This may be a key point in von Daniken’s success. Chariots of the Gods? 
is listed in the Publishers Weekly inventory of all-time best-sellers, having 
sold over seven million copies—that is more than The Diary of a Young Girl 
(Anne Frank), Catch-22, or All Quiet on the Western Front, for example (So 
big 1989). It is such an incredibly silly book that we must ask why it has 
done so well. 

Many people are aware of phenomena like the pyramids of Egypt, the 
ruins of Mexico, and the ancient Chinese civilization. Some, however, may 
wonder how the prehistoric ancestors of contemporary people whom they 
consider to be backward and even intellectually inferior accomplished such 
spectacular things in the past. After all, today Egypt is a developing na- 
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tion, the Indians of Mexico are poor and illiterate, and the Chinese are just 
beginning to catch up with the technology of the modern world. How could 
the ancestors of such people have been advanced enough to have devel- 
oped pyramids, writing, agriculture, mathematics, and astronomy all by 
themselves? 

Along comes von Däniken with an easy answer. Those people did not 
produce those achievements on their own. Some sort of outside help, an ex- 
traterrestrial “peace corps,” was responsible. If I am correct in this sugges- 
tion, it really is a pity; human prehistory is a spectacular story in its own 
right. All peoples have ancient pasts to be proud of, and there is no place 
for, nor any need to fall back on, the fantasy of ancient astronauts. 

Von Däniken has sold many books; his work has been the subject of 
movies and television specials; a compendium of three of his books has been 
published (von Däniken, 1989); and his writings have inspired an ancient 
astronaut industry (Berlitz 1972; Chatelain 1980; Drake 1968; Kolosimo 1975; 
Sitchin 1978, 1990; Tomas 1971). Even actress Shirley MacLaine (1983) has 
championed von Daniken’s thesis in her book Out on a Limb (of which there 
have been more than a dozen printings). 

Clearly, von Daniken’s writings have been quite popular and have had 
an effect on millions of people. The popularity of his books or of his ideas, 
however, is wholly irrelevant. Science is not a democratic process. Knowl- 
edge depends on the procedures outlined in Chapter 2, not on the popular- 
ity of the ideas behind that knowledge. I hope that your decision concerning 
the evidence for von Daniken’s claims is based on the rules of science rather 
than on inkblots, amorous astronauts, or a low opinion of human intelligence. 








> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. Whatever happened to Erich von Däniken? 


Though von Daniken’s fortunes have waned, he has not disappeared 
entirely. He has been published during the last decade, but primarily in Ger- 
man. He has become a popular speaker at UFO conventions and recently 
gave a keynote address at the conference held commemorating the fiftieth 
anniversary of the alleged flying saucer crash in Roswell, New Mexico. Ina 
mini-comeback in the United States in 1996, von Daniken published his first 
English book in about a decade (The Eyes of the Sphinx). More books have 
followed including Return of the Gods (1997b), Odyssey of the Gods (2000), and 
Arrival of the Gods (1998). Von Daniken is nothing if not persistent and seems 
not to be afraid of repeating himself; in the titles of his books—and in their 
themes—von Däniken continues to repeat the same tired refrain. He also 
has hosted an independently produced one-hour television special that 
appeared on network TV, focusing on his ancient astronaut hypothesis 
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(Chariots of the Gods? The Mysteries Continue 1997a). Von Daniken’s straight 
man on the show was, rather inexplicably, the actor Richard Karn, who is 
better known for his role as Al Borland on the TV sitcom Home Improvement 
than for his archaeological expertise (which, based on this special, we can 
confidently conclude is minimal). 


= 


2. Carl Sagan predates von Däniken in publishing the suggestion that there 
might be archaeological artifacts that bear witness to the visitation and explo- 
ration of our planet by extraterrestrial astronauts sometime in the distant past. 
Does that make Sagan a pseudoscientist ? 


Of course not. Merely suggesting a potentially fruitful line of investi- 
gation—even if other scientists are skeptical—doesn't make somebody a 
pseudoscientist. Sagan recognized, of course, the kind of evidence needed 
to uphold his hypothesis and clearly concluded, in the years following his 
suggestion, that the requisite evidence was not found. Read any of Sagan’s 
more recent works, especially The Demon-Haunted World (1996). One 
of Sagan’s great wishes was that, during his lifetime, there would be proof 
of the existence that we are not alone, our Earth is not the only repository of 
intelligent life forms in the universe. Disappointed he may have been that 
this did not happen, but deluded he was not. There is no archaeological 
evidence for ancient extraterrestrial visits to earth; Sagan knew and ac- 
cepted this fact. 


3. Is there any evidence for the use of electricity by ancient people? 


No, but the claim has been made that a primitive 2,000-year-old elec- 
trical battery was found in Iraq. No one knows precisely what this object 
was used for, but it certainly was not producing any electrical power when 
it was found in 1936. The so-called Baghdad Battery is a ceramic vase with a 
closed bottom, a cylindrical tube of copper inserted through the neck, and a 
rod of iron inside the copper tube. The metals were held in place with a plug 
of asphalt. A number of modern experiments, often with inaccurate models 
of this object, have produced mild and short-lived electrical currents when 
an appropriate electrolyte (liquid that conducts electricity) is poured into 
the vessel. However, this will happen whenever two different metals are im- 
mersed in an electrolyte, and there is no evidence that any such liquid was 
ever placed into the original jar. Just because it can be used to produce a 
weak electrical current using modern knowledge does not prove that it ever 
was used in that way in the past. It is a rather odd artifact, but it in no way 
proves the use of electricity by ancient people (Eggert 1996). 


4, Was there a curse on the tomb of Egyptian pharaoh Tutankhamun that killed - 
people involved with its discovery and excavation? 


This question always comes up when discussing ancient Egypt, and 
the answer is “no.” This story got started after the individual who funded 
the excavation, Lord Carnarvon, died four months after the tomb was 
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opened. It was no great shock at the time. He was old and weak, and he was 
sick even before the tomb was discovered. In fact, the allegation that the 
tomb was a death trap can be disproved by simple statistics. The twenty- 
three people most intimately involved with the opening of the tomb, includ- 
ing Howard Carter (director of excavations), other archaeologists, 
photographers, guards, and others, lived an average of twenty-four years 
(yes, years) after the tomb was opened, and their average age at death was 
73 (Hoggart and Hutchinson 1995). Carnarvon’s daughter, who was with 
her father when the tomb was first entered, lived for another fifty-seven 
years, and Howard Carter—the man who discovered the tomb and who 
would have been the most obvious victim for a curse—lived for sixteen 
years after entering the tomb, during which time he analyzed and wrote 
about the splendid objects found there. 


me 


> BEST OF THE WEB < 








EGYPT 


http://guardians.net/egypt 

About as all-inclusive as you can get in a Web site devoted to as broad a 
topic as ancient Egyptian culture. Great graphics, terrific discussion, links to 
everything from the official Egyptian Supreme Council of Antiquities to tour 
groups, online catalogs of Egyptian goods, and chat groups. If you visit one 
Web site on Egypt, this is the one. 


http://www.seas.upenn.edu/~ahm/history.htm 

The University of Pennsylvania Egypt Web site. There are lots of links to 
Web sites on the culture of ancient Egypt, online tutorials on hieroglyphic 
writing, an encyclopedia of Egyptian deities, and much more. 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/pyramid/textindex.html 


Web site on ancient Egypt produced by PBS. Features an online interview 
with famed Egyptologist Mark Lehner and virtual tours of the pyramids 
at Giza. 


EASTER ISLAND 


http://www.netaxs.com/~trance/rapanul.html 


Especially useful for an extensive series of links to Easter Island Web sites 
as well as breaking news about archaeological work on the island and po- 
tential threats to the Moai as a result of recent plans to develop parts of the 
island. 


http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/easter/ 
PBS companion Web page to the Nova “Secrets of Easter Island” documentary. 
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MARS FACE 


http://barsoom.MSSS.com/education/facepage/face.html 

Web page dating to 1995 presenting a discussion of the Mars Face based on 
the 1976 Viking Orbiter 1 photograph. 

http://mars.jpl.nasa.gov/mgs/ msss/camera/ images/4_6_face_release/ 


1998 Nasa Web page revisiting the Mars Face phenomenon on the basis of 
new, high-resolution photographs taken by the Mars Orbiter Camera. 








> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISE < 


Using the deductive approach outlined in Chapter 2, how would you test 
this hypothesis? In other words, what archaeological and biological data 
must you find to conclude that this hypothetical statement is an accurate as- 
sertion, that it describes what actually happened in the ancient human past? 


¢ The prehistoric record contains evidence of enormous and 
unexpected leaps forward in science and technology—agriculture, 
pyramid building, writing, and so on. These leaps are evidence of 
the introduction of such innovations by extraterrestrial aliens. 


OOOOOOOM 11) $OSSOO66 


Good Vibrations: 
Psychics, Dowsers, 


and Photo-Fields 


The McLean Game Refuge consists of approximately 4,000 acres of thickly 
forested hills marked by deeply incised, meandering streams. Since 1993 
our team of archaeologists has been surveying this nature preserve in north- 
central Connecticut, and we have located about twenty prehistoric occupa- 
tions of the refuge. 

It may seem like magic, but there is no magic to it. How do archaeolo- 
gists come into an area like McLean, identify the areas most likely to have 
ancient buried villages and camps, dig in those very places, and find the ma- 
terial evidence of those prehistoric habitations? We are guided, in part, by 
experience. Archaeologists are trained to identify the kinds of environmen- 
tal features that attracted ancient settlement: proximity to fresh water, rela- 
tively flat and dry land, and places where the surrounding territory would 
have supplied basic resources, including food, wood to fuel fires and build 
dwellings, stone for tools, and clay for pots. 

Areas so identified represent hypotheses that need to be tested. The 
test is in the search for artifacts in those places, the physical objects people 
made and used, and then lost or discarded. We peppered the game refuge 
with test pits, shovel-dug holes 50 cm (20 inches) on a side. All of the soil we 
dug in these test excavations was passed through %-inch-mesh hardware 
cloth (screen). Soil passes through the screen, but artifacts like stone flakes, 
sherds of pottery, burned bone, and charred nut fragments are caught and 
represent clear evidence of ancient habitation. 

It’s not magical, and it certainly is not easy. Much of the survey work 
is in pretty rough territory, far from the gentle, established trails. Our back- 
packs are laden with heavy equipment, and we carry shovels and screens 
that are awkward to negotiate through the dense growth. Mosquitoes, ticks, 
snakes, stifling heat, and thick humidity add to the mix. Certainly, for those 
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Figure 10.1 Archaeological excavations are time-consuming enterprises. Here, at the 
Paine site in Granby, Connecticut, students slowly scrape back the soil layers, exposing 
the remnants of an ancient society. (K. L. Feder) 


dedicated few who devote themselves to this task, the rewards are great 
when an ancient site whose people lived thousands of years ago is revealed. 
When we are the first to encounter the remnants of the daily lives of people 
who lived and died so long ago, it is worth every mile, every mosquito bite, 
every sprained ankle. 

Once sites are discovered, the laborious process of excavation begins. 
Even a small prehistoric encampment like the Paine site mentioned in Chap- 
ter 6, found in our 1995 survey and excavated in 2000, can take many months 
to investigate. Scraping back the soil incrementally in 2-meter-square exca- 
vation units, passing all soil through hardware-cloth screening, and keeping 
accurate and meticulous records of the site all take time but are crucial parts 
of the process. The excavation of a site necessarily involves its destruction, 
so great care and thorough documentation are absolutely vital if we are to 
preserve the information about past lives that the site can provide (see Fagan 
2000; Feder and Park 2000; Sharer and Ashmore 1993; Thomas 1999, for dis- 
cussions of survey and excavation methodology; also see Figure 10.1). 

Finally, we hope to be able to reconstruct as completely as possible an 
ancient way of life. To do so, archaeologists have had to devise methods to 
coax information out of the often meager remains we recover; the artifacts 
are mute, the bones silent. Detailed examination of stone tools under the mi- 
croscope can tell us how they were made and used. Chemical analysis of 
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human bone can provide insight into ancient diets. Physicists can help us to 
determine the age of sites. Nuclear reactors are used to trace raw materials 
to their prehistoric sources. Powerful computers are needed to map the dis- 
tributions of artifacts within sites and of sites within regions to help us illu- 
minate the nature of human behavior. Archaeologists are like detectives of 
the human past. We try to reconstruct not a crime but a way of life from the 
fragmentary remains people accidentally and incidentally left behind. 

But is there a better, easier way of going about our various tasks? Can 
we locate sites by simply looking at a map of an area and intuiting their ex- 
istence? Can we know where to dig at a site simply by walking over the an- 
cient habitation and “feeling” where artifacts are? Can we reconstruct, in 
exquisite detail, the lives, not just of general “cultures” but also of specific, 
identifiable human beings simply by handling the objects they touched in 
their daily lives? Is there a methodology that could obviate the tedious and 
hard work of archaeology and get right at that which interests us most—an- 
cient people and their cultures? Though virtually all archaeologists would 
wish the answer to this question were “yes,” most would realistically an- 
swer “no.” 

Some new methodologies have been suggested, however—mostly by 
nonarchaeologists—that are alleged to do precisely this. 


Psychic Archaeology 


For example, some claim that “psychic power” is a tool that can be applied 
to the archaeological record (Goodman 1977; Jones 1979; Schwartz 1978, 
1983). There are many fine books in which the reality of subjects such as 
telepathy and clairvoyance are assessed with a scientific and skeptical eye 
(see Table 1.1). A detailed examination of so-called paranormal phenomena 
is beyond the scope of this book; nevertheless, we can assess the application 
of such alleged powers in archaeological research. 

Remember, whatever one’s biases might be for or against the existence 
of psychic power, hypotheses regarding the reality of such phenomena and 
their utility in archaeological site survey, excavation, and analysis must be 
tested just as all hypotheses must be tested—within a scientific, deductive 
framework. When a psychic predicts the location of a site, we must test the 
claim archaeologically. When a certain artifact or feature is predicted at a 
particular spot in a site, such a claim also must be tested by digging. Finally, 
when a psychic attempts to reconstruct the activities at a site or the behavior 
of the people at a site, those involved in testing the legitimacy of such an 
ability must devise a way to test such reconstructions with independent ar- 
chaeological data. 

In such testing, sources of information other than psychic must be con- 
trolled for. Here the application of Occam’s razor should be clear. If the 
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information reported by the psychic is correct but could have been obtained 
in some more pedestrian way (through such simple avenues as reading the 
available literature on a site or time period or through the application of 
common sense), then Occam’s razor would demand that we accept the sim- 
pler explanation before we accept the validity of a paranormal phenome- 
non. Unfortunately, as you shall see, such tests of psychic archaeology either 
are not conducted or are conducted so poorly as to render the results mean- 
ingless (Feder 1980b, 1995a). 


The Roots of Psychic Archaeology 


When the Church of England purchased the site and ruins of the ancient 
Benedictine Abbey of St. Mary at Glastonbury near Bath in 1909, Frederick 
Bligh Bond, a local architect, was hired to stabilize the standing walls of the 
abbey, to produce a map of the ruins, and to prepare a guidebook for 
tourists. Bond studied ancient historical records and conducted archaeology 
at the site, gathering as much data as he could to better understand the ap- 
pearance, construction history, and functioning of the church. 

Though Bond withheld the information from the Church at the time, 
he later maintained in a book devoted to his study of the abbey that his ar- 
chaeological investigation had been directed by a host of dead monks pres- 
ent in its ruins (Bond 1918). Other deceased historical figures who 
commiserated with him about his work were a Danish warrior, the Abbot 
Beere, and even Julius Caesar. Bond claimed to have had regular discussions 
with these ancient spirits who directed the investigators to the best places to 
excavate. 

Bond’s claim of a ghostly source for his discoveries exhibits a fun- 
damental problem in testing the validity of psychic archaeology—or any 
psychic claim—in an uncontrolled setting. Simply stated, it is virtually im- 
possible to eliminate the possibility that prior knowledge on the part of the 
participants in the study may have directed them to the right parts of the 
site to dig. 

For example, Bond claimed that the spirits of dead monks directed him 
to the locations of the ruins of two chapels in the abbey—Edgar and Loretto 
chapels—and also to the foundations of enormous church towers. But Bond 
was an expert on medieval churches, and we know that he had access to and 
had examined many of the documents, maps, plans, and drawings of the 
abbey before initiating field research. Although much of the abbey was a 
ruin, some walls and foundations were visible at the surface. Previous sub- 
surface investigation had been conducted at the abbey, so areas where little 
had been found could be, and were, eliminated in Bond’s study. 

As Marshall McKusick (1982:104) points out, the tall church towers ac- 
tually were recorded and located in a historical document Bond almost 
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surely had already seen. An early drawing of the abbey, as well as structural 
remains visible on the surface, provided clues about the location of these 
towers. The Edgar and Loretto chapels were known to church historians be- 
fore Bond began his work and had been generally located in historical docu- 
ments. Previous searches for the chapels had been unsuccessful, so Bond 
did not have to look in those same areas. Instead, he searched for and found 
the chapels in the only reasonable places left for them to be (McKusick 
1982:104). 

As archaeologist Stephen Williams (1991:288) points out, “Culture is 
patterned behavior, and medieval cathedrals are some of the most patterned 
pieces of construction in our culture.” Bond’s knowledge of the spatial pat- 
terning of medieval church construction allowed him to use that pattern as 
a guide in discovering additional architectural elements in the ruins of the 
abbey that were not readily apparent on the surface. Modern archaeologists 
give Bond high praise for his work in the abbey (McKusick 1982; Williams 
1991), but they credit his success to his great knowledge and skills, not to 
any messages from the great beyond. 

Stefan Ossowiecki was another spiritualist who became involved in 
psychic archaeology. Ossowiecki was the subject of a number of experiments 
conducted between 1937 and 1941 by the ethnologist Stanislaw Poniatowski. 
The methodology employed was simple. Poniatowski provided Ossowiecki 
with Paleolithic artifacts about which the psychic had no prior knowledge. 
Ossowiecki then provided details concerning the sites, time periods, people, 
and cultures associated with the artifacts. 

One might think that the controlled setting of these experiments 
should render the results less ambiguous than Bond’s claims. Unfortunately, 
this is not the case, and the Ossowiecki experiments are extraordinarily dif- 
ficult to assess, not the least because the original records kept by the eth- 
nologist disappeared during World War II. Psychic researcher Stephan 
Schwartz (1978) maintains that a mystery man provided Ossowiecki’s wife 
with those records in 1952, but it is difficult to determine whether these were 
the original materials documenting the experiments. 


Psychic Site Location 


The claim is made that psychics can find unknown archaeological sites. The 
book by anthropologist David Jones (1979), Visions of Time, purports in its 
subtitle to present “Experiments in Psychic Archaeology,” and at least some 
of these experiments involve finding sites. Jones presents psychics with arti- 
facts and photographs from known sites and then asks them to identify their 
locations. 

In one example, Jones (1979:55) provided a psychic with material from 
a known site. The psychic did not locate the site on a map but did correctly 
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identify the site’s coastal setting. However, it should be pointed out that 
among the items from the site that the psychic was given were shell frag- 
ments and columella beads. Certainly this was a hint as to the habitat in 
which the site was situated. 

Later in the book (pp. 106-14), Jones mails one of his psychic subjects 
four photographs of sites in Florida. These are all correctly identified by the 
psychic as being near water. There is little to be impressed with here, how- 
ever; virtually all human habitations are near water of some kind, and 
Florida possesses about 8,000 miles of detailed shoreline and thirty thou- 
sand lakes (Feder 1980b:36). One cannot miss by suggesting that the location 
of an unknown (to the psychic) archaeological site in Florida is near water. 

Even when psychics seem to be correct in predicting the location of an 
archaeological site, their supporters need to show that this was accom- 
plished through the use of paranormal abilities. For example, Stephan 
Schwartz (1983) led a psychic archaeology project in Egypt. A team of ten 
self-proclaimed psychics was used to find sites now located under water in 
the city of Alexandria’s harbor. Indeed, sites were found, but, according to 
Egyptian archaeologists, this was not surprising. The harbor was used in 
ancient times, and divers had often found ancient remains in the mud at the 
bottom. The use of psychic archaeology need not be invoked simply because 
sites were found in the general area the psychic predicted. 

Perhaps in reference to psychic site location, it is most important to 
consider the fact that archaeologists regularly discover sites by employing 
some rather commonsense techniques. Human beings—prehistoric, ancient 
historic, and modern—do not locate their habitations randomly. Among the 
more important factors considered by a human group when deciding where 
to settle are distance to potable water, distance to a navigable waterway, 
topographic relief, defensibility, protection from the elements, soil type, food 
resources, and the availability of other resources such as stone, clay, or metal 
for tools. 

Using such a list, even an untrained person can examine a map of an 
area and point out the most likely places where ancient people might have 
settled. In my own introductory course in archaeology, after lecturing on 
settlement location choice, I distribute United States Geological Survey maps 
(1:24,000 scale) of areas in Connecticut where we have conducted archaeo- 
logical surveys (Figure 10.2). I ask students to peruse the maps and to sug- 
gest areas where sites might be located. It is quite common for students to 
come up with precise locations where, indeed, sites have already been dis- 
covered. Therefore, even if a psychic could come up with an accurate pre- 
diction for the location of an unknown site, we would have to consider the 
simple explanation that, consciously or not, the psychic was merely relying 
on commonsense cues rather than ESP to make the prediction. The lack of 
control of these variables renders such tests impossible to assess. 
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Figure 10.2 An understanding of the factors that influenced ancient people in settle- 
ment location choice helps us find archaeological sites. United States Geological Survey 
maps (1:24,000 scale) like this section of the New Britain Quadrangle, Connecticut, 
provide a valuable picture of topography and drainage—significant considerations for 
people in the past, as well as the present. (U.S.G.S.) 


Psychic Excavation 


In Visions of Time, Jones sets out to test the ability of psychics to locate ob- 
jects at a site before they are excavated. Unfortunately, Jones clearly estab- 
lishes ground rules that vitiate the scientific testing of hypotheses regarding 
such abilities. He states, “If the psychic subject stated that a particular arti- 
fact was present in the site, the lack of its discovery during excavation would 
not disprove the presence of the artifact” (p. 101). Such a perspective ren- 
ders the hypothesis technically nonfalsifiable and therefore nonscientific. You 


could never prove your hypothesis wrong. 
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In one case, Jones considers a psychic to be quite accurate in listing the 
artifacts to be found at a site even though, of the artifacts actually found, 
only two were predicted by the psychic: the eleven projectile points, forty- 
two flint pieces, fire hearths, shell tools, beads, worked bone, milling stone, 
and a human burial were not divined by the psychic. In fact, the most abun- 
dant artifact found at the site was pottery, with more than five thousand 
sherds recovered. The psychic does not mention pottery at all until he is 
taken to the site and given a piece. 

Jeffrey Goodman (1977, 1981) claims to have used psychic revelations 
to locate an outpost of immigrants from the Lost Continent of Atlantis in 
Arizona (see Chapter 8). Goodman’s psychic predicted that excavators 
would find the following at the “site”: “carvings, paintings, wooden ankhs, 
cured leather, and parchment scrolls with hieroglyphiclike writing” 
(1981:128). Also predicted among the finds were an underground tunnel sys- 
tem, domesticated horses and dogs, and corn and rye (p. 134). Goodman ad- 
mits, “My beliefs may appear to outstrip the physical discoveries at Flagstaff 
so far” (p. 134), showing that he is nothing if not a master at understatement. 
None of the predicted items was, in fact, discovered at the site. The utility of 
psychic archaeology as a method for supplementing excavation has not been 
supported experimentally. 


Psychic Cultural Reconstruction 


Archaeologist Marshall McKusick (1982, 1984), who played a key role in clear- 
ing up the myth of the Davenport Tablets discussed in Chapter 7, has pro- 
duced useful summaries of the claims of the psychic archaeologists. Regarding 
the psychic reconstruction of prehistoric cultures, he has come up with the 
phrase, “the captive-of-his-own-time principle” (1982:100). He uses this 
phrase to underscore the fact that when psychics have attempted to recon- 
struct past lifeways, invariably they have done so within the framework of 
popular notions of those lifeways with all their biases, inconsistencies, and er- 
rors. In other words, the “vibrations” psychics allegedly receive by walking 
over a site, studying a map, or “psychometrizing” an artifact (holding the ob- 
ject to link up in some way with the person who made and used it thousands 
of years ago) do not come from some other plane of reality but rather from 
more mundane sources like popular books, newspaper articles, and the like. 

For example, McKusick points out that when, in the 1930s, Stefan Os- 
sowiecki had visions of the Old Stone Age, they were in line with perspec- 
tives of ancient people that were then current but are now known to be 
erroneous. Ossowieki described Magdalenian people of the Late Paleolithic 
as being short with large hands and low foreheads (McKusick 1982:100). 
McKusick points out that Ossowieki was likely simply providing a com- 
monly held stereotype of Neandertals. But the Neandertals became extinct 
nearly 15,000 years before the Magdalenian culture came into existence. 
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Ossowieki should have described a tall people with high foreheads, not 
short, squat Neandertals. Clearly his description reflects not on his psychic 
connections but on his own ignorance of Paleolithic archaeology. 

As McKusick (1982) shows, when another self-proclaimed psychic and 
witch, Sybil Leek, tried applying her psychic gifts to ostensible Viking sites 
in the New World (Holzer 1969), she described the wrong kind of sailing 
vessel, but one that matched then-current presumptions. When Leek en- 
countered the ghost of one of the Viking settlers, she identified him by read- 
ing a part of his name ”... KSON” (Holzer 1969:118). Later, in Leek’s dream, 
the ghost wrote his initial: “E” (p. 126). Presumably we are to believe that 
the spirit of Leif Eiriksson appeared to Ms. Leek (by the way, at a supposed 
Viking site in Massachusetts rather than the more likely setting of New- 
foundland as discussed in Chapter 6). Also, presumably, we are to believe 
that this Norse explorer learned Roman letters on “the other side,” since in 
their time Vikings wrote in their own Runic alphabet. 

Also in this regard, self-proclaimed seer Edgar Cayce, whom we en- 
countered in Chapter 8, saw his paranormal abilities fail him terribly. In the 
1920s, after the discovery of Piltdown, but years before its unmasking as a 
fraud (see Chapter 4), Cayce obtained information from another plane of re- 
ality informing him that Eoanthropus was one of a group of ancient Atlantean 
settlers of England (McKusick 1984:49). Apparently, Cayce’s other-worldly 
sources were not aware that the whole thing had been a fake. 

As mentioned in Chapter 8, in the 1940s Cayce predicted that some- 
time during the 1960s parts of Atlantis would rise from the depths of the 
ocean, and much of the Atlantic seaboard would be inundated. New York 
City was to have disappeared, the Great Lakes were to drain into the Gulf of 
Mexico, and most of Japan would be drowned (Cayce 1968:158-59). During 
Cayce’s career as the “sleeping prophet,” he produced some fourteen thou- 
sand predictions. With all that predicting, the odds are good that at least 
some would turn out to be accurate. Obviously, the predictions mentioned 
here were not among those. 

To McKusick’s “captive-of-his-own-time” principle, I would add a 
“captive-of-his-own-ignorance” corollary. The psychics, very simply, come 
up with descriptions that reflect their own lack of knowledge about prehis- 
tory and history. A good example of this can be found in Visions of Time 
(Jones 1979). 

One of Jones’s psychic subjects was given artifacts from the Linden- 
meier site in Colorado. This site is quite well known among archaeologists 
and dates to the Paleo-Indian period (Wilmsen 1965). As mentioned in Chap- 
ter 5, Paleo-Indian culture was marked by the hunting of several now ex- 
tinct big-game animals such as bison, mammoth, and the horse (the horse 
became extinct in North America before Columbus) with a particular kind 
of spearpoint, the so-called fluted point, with channels or “flutes” on both 
faces, probably to facilitate hafting on a wooden spear. 
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The selection of a Paleo-Indian site to test a psychic’s abilities to recon- 
struct the behavior of the people who lived there is problematic in terms of 
scientific control relative to nonpsychic sources of information. The Paleo- 
Indian period is described in virtually every popular book on American pre- 
history, and fluted points are frequently,discussed and illustrated in such 
books. Anyone who has even a passing familiarity with American prehis- 
tory would know immediately on being handed a fluted point what culture 
was being dealt with. 

While “reading” the Lindenmeier artifacts, the psychic states that the 
spearheads were used “to shoot bison, or an elephant or mastodon or some- 
thing” (Jones 1979:82). Mentioning extinct animals might sound impressive, 
but there is a subtle problem beyond the fact that the fluted points gave it 
away. Here we see an example of a self-proclaimed psychic who either is a 
captive of his own ignorance or has faulty sources in the spirit world. The 
fatal error made here concerns a detail of fluted point variability. 

Fluted points are among the most distinctive and recognizable stone 
tools in the world. They are not found anywhere in the Old World, and in 
the New World they are found in a relatively narrow time band from about 
11,500 to 10,000 years ago (Haynes 1988). This is the reason why a Paleo- 
Indian site with fluted points is such a poor choice for a test of psychic abili- 
ties to identify an ancient culture. A fluted point is, most simply, a dead give- 
away of Paleo-Indian culture. 

Anyone, including an erstwhile psychic, can open a popular book on 
American prehistory and find a photograph or drawing of a typical fluted 
point. Actually, there are two main varieties: Clovis and Folsom. The Clovis 
points are older and usually longer (7-12 cm), and the channels ordinarily 
extend from the base to below the midpoint of the tool (Figure 10.3, left). 
Folsom points are shorter (5 cm), and here the channels extend nearly 
the full length of the tool (Figure 10.3, right). The differences are not as well 
known to nonarchaeologists as are generalities concerning Paleo-Indian 
culture. 

It is apparent that though the psychic recognized fluted points in the 
Lindenmeier assemblage, he did not realize the subtle difference between 
Clovis and Folsom points and the crucial distinction apparent from the archae- 
ological record concerning the hunting patterns of the earlier Clovis and 
later Folsom hunters. Clovis points are found in association with the bones of 
extinct elephants, and Folsom points are found in association with the bones 
of extinct bison; the distinction is perfect Jennings 1989). Apparently, the 
woolly mammoth hunted by the Clovis people became extinct; subsistence 
shifted to a now-extinct form of bison, and the Folsom point was invented. 

Lindenmeier was a Folsom site. The list of animals present in the 
archaeological bone assemblage indeed includes bison (Bison antiquus) but 
not mammoths. Yet the psychic specifies the presence of an elephant or 
a mastodon (here is another bit of faulty wiring to the other world— 
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Figure 10.3 The best- 
known artifacts of the 
Paleo-Indians: fluted or 
channeled spearpoints. The 
Clovis variety (left; from the 
Vail site in Maine) is often 
found in association with 
the remains of extinct ele- 
phants. The Folsom (right; 
from the Lindenmeier site 
in Colorado) is found with 
the remains of an extinct 
species of bison. (Courtesy 
of Michael Gramly and the 
Buffalo Museum of Science. 
Both points drawn by Val 
Waldorf) 





mastodons were adapted to woodland habitat and were far more numerous 
in the East, whereas mammoths, with their quite different teeth, were grass- 
land grazers numerous in the West). Whatever the species, no elephant re- 
mains have been found at Lindenmeier or any other Folsom site. The site’s 
inhabitants hunted bison, but at one point the psychic asserted that there 
were no bison at Lindenmeier at all. 

What is going on here seems clear. The psychic was passingly familiar 
with Paleo-Indian culture. In the experiment, he recognized the fluted points 
and must have remembered, perhaps subconsciously, from his reading 
(rather than from paranormal channels) that the Paleo-Indians hunted now- 
extinct animals with such weapons. Clearly, though, he was unaware of the 
distinction between Clovis and Folsom fluted point traditions and the dif- 
ference in the subsistence patterns of these two chronologically separate 
people. So, he mentions the most obvious—almost stereotypical—extinct 
animal he can think of: the mastodon. There is no paranormal power at work 
here. Instead, the psychic simply shows himself to be an individual trapped 
by his own limited knowledge of American prehistory. 

Psychic cultural construction is, at its heart, nonscientific if only be- 
cause the vast majority of such constructions cannot be tested. There simply 
are no data with which these often detailed descriptions can be judged. 

Take Stefan Ossowiecki’s detailed description of a sexual encounter 
between two premodern human ancestors: 


He makes advances to her. Takes her breasts and pulls to himself . . . he 
moves around her to and fro. There are no kisses. She strokes his neck, 
back, he lies down. She sits on him equestrian style. He embraces her 
with his whole strength, she is active not he. There are no normal move- 
ments, they are like monkeys. (In Schwartz 1978:89-90) 
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This, of course, is nothing more than fantasy. The archaeological rec- 
ord can provide no data that would enable us to assess such a scene. It may 
be titillating, but it most decidedly is not science. 


Psychic Archaeology: The Verdict 


As an archaeologist, I wish psychic archaeology worked. As an archaeolo- 
gist committed to a scientific and skeptical approach, I can only say that 
wishing doesn’t make it so. The verdict on psychic archaeology based on ex- 
periments under controlled conditions is decidedly negative. 


Dowsing Instead of Digging 


Dowsing for subterranean water is a venerable tradition. Using a Y-shaped 
stick, a pendulum, or two metal wires with a 90-degree bend in each, some 
claim the ability to walk over the ground and, depending on the motion of 
the device, identify the location, the depth, and even the flow rate of under- 
ground water (Chambers 1969; see Vogt and Hyman 1980 for a skeptical 
analysis by an anthropologist and a psychologist). 

Although “water witching” goes back hundreds of years—the first re- 
corded reference is in 1568 (Chambers 1969:35)—its application to the 
discovery of archaeological artifacts or buried structures is more recent. 
Schwartz (1978:108-35) details the alleged abilities of Major General James 
Scott Elliot in Britain; respected archaeologist Ivor Noël Hume (1974:37-39) 
describes its use at colonial Williamsburg in Virginia; Bailey (1983) details 
the use of dowsing in medieval church archaeology in England; Goodman 
(1977) discusses “map dowsing,” where sites are supposedly discovered by 
using a dowsing technique on maps. 

For some (Schwartz and Goodman, for example) dowsing is simply a 
method for enhancing or facilitating the psychic abilities of the user. Others 
maintain that the dowsing device allows them to locate, through some un- 
known but normal process, magnetic anomalies caused by the buried ob- 
jects. Major General Elliot, as cited in Schwartz (1978), eschews the psychic 
label; Noél Hume (1974) uses dowsing to find only metal objects ostensibly 
as a result of their magnetism. 

Small but discernible magnetic effects, indeed, are known to result 
from human activity and have been used in locating archaeological artifacts 
or features through a process called proton magnetometry (Aitken 1970; Wey- 
mouth 1986). In a related approach, the electrical resistivity of soil has been 
measured and used to locate buried foundations and walls (Clark 1970). In 
the former case a device called a proton magnetometer can be used to locate 
anything displaying magnetism that differs from the background magne- 
tism of the earth: iron objects, fired clay, or ancient pits (pit fill is more 
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loosely packed than surrounding soil, resulting in differences in what is 
called magnetic susceptibility). For example, archaeologist David Hurst 
Thomas (1987) was very successful in using a magnetometer in the search 
for Santa Catalina, the most important sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
Spanish mission in Georgia. In the case of electrical resistivity surveying, soil 
resistance to an introduced electrical current varies depending on the com- 
pactness of the soil or medium (rock, brick) through which the current is 
passing. Buried walls and pits will possess different resistivity to the current 
than will surrounding soil. Differences can be mapped, and buried objects 
or features causing the differences in resistivity can be investigated. 
Measurable phenomena do exist. But can people detect these without 
the thousands of dollars of equipment ordinarily considered to be required? 


Testing the Dowsers 


A number of experimental tests of water dowsing have been performed by 
skeptics; in one case the president of the American Society of Dowsers was 
involved (Randi 1979, 1984; Martin 1983-84). Nineteen dowsers from all 
across Europe were tested in 1990 by the German Society for the Examina- 
tion of Parasciences (Konig, Moll, and Sarma 1996). A test was even per- 
formed on the ABC television newsmagazine program 20/20. In each case 
the self-proclaimed dowsers agreed to the scientific controls imposed and to 
the design of the experiment. All maintained that they could easily detect 
flowing water under test conditions (water flowing in randomly selected 
routes, through buried or covered pipes). 

In all cases here cited, the dowsers failed utterly. They simply could 
not detect flowing water using their rods, sticks, or pendulums, even when 
a prize of $110,000 was at stake. The prize challenge was made under the 
aegis of a long-standing offer to anyone who can, under controlled condi- 
tions, prove the existence of a paranormal phenomenon—extrasensory per- 
ception, astrology, UFOs, dowsing, etc. Now set at $1 million, the challenge 
is administered by the James Randi Educational Foundation; you can read 
the details and even find an application for the prize money at http://www. 
randi.org/research/index.html. 

There has even been a test of the ability of dowsers to locate buried ar- 
chaeological objects (Aitken 1959). Martin Aitken, pioneer in the use of pro- 
ton magnetometry and electrical resistivity surveying in archaeology, tested 
dowser P. A. Raine of Great Britain. Raine could not successfully dowse the 
location of an archaeologically verified buried kiln that had been initially 
identified by magnetometry (it had produced extremely high readings). 
Aitken concluded from this that dowsing for archaeological remains simply 
did not work. 

Then why, it might reasonably be asked, do some people swear by the 
ability of dowsers to find water or archaeological sites in the field? An 
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answer can be found in a simple statistic. The regional government of New 
South Wales, Australia, keeps accurate records of the several thousand water 
wells drilled in its territory, including those located by local dowsers. Ac- 
cording to these records, the dowsers were very successful, with about a 
70 percent hit rate; about seven out of every ten of the wells they directed 
drillers to produced water (Raloff 1995:91). This sounds impressive until 
you compare the dowsers’ success rate with that of all other (nondowsing) 
methods for locating wells. Here the hit rate was 83 percent (p. 91). 

That dowsers seem to be almost as successful as geologists and others 
at finding water is not so surprising. As Robert Farvolden of the Waterloo 
(Ontario) Centre for Groundwater Research pointed out in an interview, “In 
most settled parts of the world it is not possible to dig a deep hole or drill a 
well without encountering groundwater” (in Raloff 1995:91). So you will be 
right more often than not, whether you locate a well by dowsing, geological 
and hydrological principles, ESP, tea leaves, or anything else. 

Like their success at locating water, dowsers (as well as psychics—and 
even psychic dowsers) will often be right in locating archaeological sites. 
This might sound provocative, but really means little. Archaeological re- 
mains are not nearly as rare as many people assume. In some favored lo- 
cales, buried archaeological materials may be virtually continuous. In some 
places, even along lengthy transects it is almost impossible to dig a test pit 
without exposing archaeological remains. In such places, a dowser might 
direct an archaeologist to dig in a particular spot and artifacts will be found. 
But virtually anyone using virtually any technique could have accomplished 
the same feat in these archaeologically rich zones. So, without success in the 
lab, under controlled conditions, the efficacy of dowsing cannot be upheld 
and will not become part of the archaeologists’ repertoire. 


Electromagnetic Photo-Fields 


If dowsing, though failing in rigorous tests, nevertheless potentially involves 
a genuine phenomenon in search of a methodology, the analysis of electro- 
magnetic photo-fields (EMPFs) seems to be a methodology in search of a phe- 
nomenon (Plummer 1991). 

Karen A. Hunt, her master’s degree in anthropology in hand, has appar- 
ently single-handedly discovered the EMPF phenomenon, which physicists 
are wholly unaware of. According to Hunt, any humanmade, above-ground 
structure or change in the environment (like a road or fence) absorbs or blocks 
out “minute particles from outer space or light with which the earth is con- 
stantly bombarded” (1984:2). Hunt does not discuss precisely what “parti- 
cles” are blocked or absorbed and how their effects are preserved after the 
structure that did the blocking is long gone. Nonetheless, she maintains that if 
the structure /environmental change existed for six months or longer, its three- 
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dimensional photo-field pattern “is infinite and cannot be destroyed by ordi- 
nary means such as burning, plowing, buldozing [sic], blowing up, or remov- 
ing it and the soil beneath it, or covering the site up . . .” (p. 2). 

In practice, the EMPF survey in its particulars sounds suspiciously like 
dowsing—one walks over the ground, interpreting the movements of bent 
wires held in the hands. Hunt is careful, however, to distinguish the two 
procedures: (1) EMPFs are detected with metal rods instead of a stick (she 
apparently is unaware that many dowsers use metal rods); (2) few people 
can successfully dowse for water, whereas practically everyone can quickly 
learn to locate EMPFs; (3) dowsing involves finding things below the sur- 
face, whereas an EMPF survey involves below- and above-ground features. 

EMPFs are an interesting phenomenon indeed; physicists have never 
detected them, and no current theory explains them or their infinite prop- 
erty, or even predicts their existence. In the case of dowsing, the question is 
asked, “Can a magnetic phenomenon that is known to exist and is detectable 
with instruments, be detected by individuals simply with bent wires or 
sticks?” For EMPFs we are asking, “Can a physical phenomenon not known 
even to exist and not detectable by instruments be detected by individuals 
using bent wires?” Beyond this, if, in fact, above-ground objects leave dis- 
cernible EMPFs or any other kind of invisible pattern, don’t trees and rock 
formations do the same? How could one distinguish an EMPF pattern of a 
house that was present for, say, fifty years, from previous rock formations 
present in the same spot for fifty million years, glaciers for tens of thousands 
of years, or even trees for hundreds of years—especially if, as Hunt main- 
tains, the longer an object was in place, the stronger the EMPF? 

As shaky as EMPFs sound, a local government in Australia was in- 
trigued enough to pay Hunt $1,800 in expenses for her to come to Australia 
and divine the layout of a now-destroyed historic homestead in a public 
park. Walking over the ground with her bent wires, Hunt located 129 build- 
ings, structures, fences, and pathways; 25 burials; and a number of aborig- 
ine huts, none of which exhibited any surface evidence. 

After sixteen days of fieldwork, Hunt submitted her report. Her bene- 
factors were said to be quite pleased and felt they got a good deal; a real ar- 
chaeological and historical investigation of the old homestead would have 
cost upward of $10,000 (Austen 1985). The perspective of the local govern- 
ment officials who deemed an EMPF survey worthy of tax dollars seems to 
be not unlike that of the emperor concerning his invisible new clothes in the 
children’s story. These same government officials confirmed that there was 
no plan to test with hard data any of Hunt’s EMPF revelations (Money 1985). 

At the same time, Hunt’s rather cluttered EMPF map of the homestead 
was assessed by Michael McIntyre, director of a local archaeological survey 
project. He stated that Hunt’s drawing of the site based on EMPF analysis 
looked nothing like an Australian settlement but did resemble a nineteenth- 
century American Midwest town. 
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In June 1985, Mark Plummer, then president of the Australian Skeptics, 
challenged Hunt to a scientifically controlled test of EMPFs. Hunt was to 
conduct her EMPF analysis on a site that had once contained structures of 
which there were no longer any surface traces. A particular area was selected 
for which there were clear photographs and ample documentation of the 
buildings that had been on the site so that the accuracy of Hunt’s EMPF- 
based drawings could be fairly and accurately assessed. Hunt's expenses 
were to have been covered by a television producer who would film the pro- 
ceedings. If Hunt turned out to be accurate, she was to have been awarded a 
prize of about $24,000. 

In July 1985, Hunt initially agreed to the test, but apparently, after ex- 
tensive negotiations concerning the protocols of the experiment, she de- 
clined to participate. This is perplexing. It should have been quite simple for 
her to have shown her abilities. It would have cost her nothing and, if she 
was so confident in EMPF analysis, it seems she could have pocketed an 
easy $24,000. 

Hunt is from Missouri—ironically the “show me” state. Hunt, of 
course, has shown nothing about archaeological methodology, but perhaps 
more about the cynicism of government officials in their attempt to save 
money by preventing the necessary and proper archaeological and histori- 
cal investigation from being carried out. 


Current Perspectives: 
Archaeology Without Digging 


All over the world archaeologists are leaving many of their traditional 
tools—shovels, trowels, brushes, and screens—back in the lab and tool shed, 
at least in the initial phases of some projects. Deeply buried artifacts, the 
outlines of ancient farmers’ fields, human burials, houses long since turned 
to dust, and enclosed sacred spaces are being found—all without moving a 
cubic centimeter of dirt. 

These archaeologists are not involved in an occult movement, nor are 
they applying paranormal procedures to extract secrets from the earth. They 
are not relying on dowsing, ESP, or other unsubstantiated phenomena. In- 
stead, these archaeologists are employing new and sophisticated technolo- 
gies to perform a cutting-edge, noninvasive, and nondestructive kind of 
archaeology that allows us to produce an image of what is entombed in the 
ground beneath our feet without digging it up. 

For example, in an archaeological survey conducted at Fort Benning, 
Georgia, at the historic Creek Indian village of Upatoi, Frederick Briuer, 
Janet Simms, and Lawson Smith (1997) used a proton magnetometer and 
ground penetrating radar (GPR) to scan the subsurface to determine patterns 
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of activity in the eighteenth-century native settlement, The proton magne- 
tometer measures local changes in the earth’s magnetic field that may be 
caused by metal artifacts, buried walls, or alterations in the soil caused by 
previous disturbance resulting from excavation of old irrigation canals or 
even the digging of human burials. In GPR, an electromagnetic pulse is 
transmitted into the ground. The nature of the return signal is a factor of the 
medium through which the pulse travels and can be interpreted as the re- 
sult of some previous activity that involved disturbing the ground. In both 
instances, measurements are taken at regular intervals on the surface with 
no disturbance of the soil. 

It may sound like dowsing, but there are major differences: proton 
magnetometry and GPR are based on known, understood natural phenom- 
ena—and they work. After taking a series of readings at fixed intervals by 
walking across the area where a part of the Upatoi village had already been 
located, these researchers located six probable human burials that can now 
be protected without any further disturbance. 

In another instance, researchers Daniel Larson and Elizabeth Ambos 
(1997) investigated hill forts in Northern Ireland in what is called the Navan 
archaeological complex of ritual sites dating to as much as 2,400 years ago. 
Using a proton magnetometer, they were able to delineate precisely an earth 
berm that enclosed one of the forts but was no longer discernible to the 
eye at ground level. They also were able to locate and identify an additional 
double-ring of an earth enclosure that could no longer be seen even when 
standing on top of it. 

Elsewhere, GPR has been used to locate an entire buried Viking ship in 
Norway that may be the ninth-century tomb of Halfdan the Black, the father 
of Norway’s first king (Bjornstad 1998). Here, and in the other examples 
cited, noninvasive archaeology through geophysical prospecting may never 
entirely replace digging. We still need to test the “ground truth” of the clues 
suggested by the application of magnetometers and radar. Nevertheless, 
these new procedures can be incredibly useful in isolating those areas where 
digging will be fruitful, an accomplishment that psychics, dowsers, and 
readers of photo-fields can only promise, but not deliver. 








> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. Didn't the “prophet” Nostradamus accurately predict future events, including 
things that have happened in the twentieth century? 


Though the allegedly accurate prognostications of sixteenth-century 
prophet Michel de Notredame (Nostradamus was his pen name) are beyond 
the scope of this book, I get this question so often in class that a brief answer 
is in order—no. 
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Specifically, Nostradamus was a physician and writer who became 
quite popular in France for his supposed prophetic abilities. Nostradamus 
made a name for himself with his book Centuries—a reference not to time 
but to the nine groupings of 100 predictions of four lines each (quatrains) 
contained in the book (the final edition published during his lifetime had 
940 quatrains). 

The vast majority of the quatrains are incredibly obscure, dense, vague, 
and incomprehensible. For example, you may read that Nostradamus accu- 
rately predicted the rise of Napoléon Bonaparte, actually naming the French 
emperor more than 200 years before he was born. You may also read that 
Nostradamus predicted World War II and even named the German leader 
Hitler nearly 400 years before the fact. Neither of these claims is true. In the 
former case, the Nostradamus quatrain in question states what seems like 
gibberish: 


PAU, NAY, OLORON will be more in fire than in blood. 
Swimming the Aude, the great one fleeing to the mountains. 
He refuses the magpies entrance. 

Pamplona, the Durance River holds them enclosed. 


(Translations are taken from James Randi’s book, The Mask of Nostradamus 
[1993], a terrific place to learn the truth behind the legend). What this qua- 
train has to do with the ascendance of Napoléon is anybody’s guess. PAU, 
NAY, and OLORON (uppercase in the original) are three towns located in 
southwestern France, near the Spanish border. The tortured attempts by 
Nostradamus boosters to coax Napoléon’s name out of the letters of these 
town names is pretty lame. 
The so-called Hitler quatrain is no better: 


Beasts mad with hunger will swim across rivers, 
Most of the army will be against the Hister. 

The great one shall be dragged in an iron cage 
When the child brother will observe nothing. 


This is more meaningless prattle, but what about “Hister?” It is very close to 
“Hitler,” and even though the meaning of the quatrain is completely ob- 
scure, does this hint that Nostradamus actually had prophetic abilities? No. 
On ancient Roman maps of Austria, the lower reaches of the Danube River 
were named the “Hister.” Nostradamus certainly is referring to some un- 
named army encamped or trapped against the Lower Danube River. 

Even Nostradamus could not have predicted the extreme measures his 
twentieth-century followers have taken to force his quatrains to match re- 
cent events. Unfortunately, it is all a sham. Nostradamus exploited the gulli- 
bility of a jaded nobility; he was the “psychic friends network” of his day. 
He predicted nothing. 
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> BEST OF THE WEB i 


http://www.science.uwaterloo.ca/earth/waton/dowsing.html#dowsing 

Brief, skeptical commentary about dowsing by the late Robert N. Farvolden 
of the Department of Earth Sciences at the University of Waterloo, Canada. 
http://www. lysator.liu.se/~rasmus/skepticism/dowsing.html 


Fantastic and very thorough discussion—and debunking—of dowsing. 
There is even a brief mention of the application of dowsing in archaeology. 








> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISE < 
Design an experiment to test each of these claims. 


e After a self-proclaimed psychic successfully locates a previously 
unknown archaeological site, the claim is made that archaeological 
sites can be discovered, excavated, and interpreted by the applica- 
tion of psychic power. 

e After a dowser successfully locates a previously unknown archaeo- 
logical site, the claim is made that archaeological sites can be dis- 
covered by dowsing. 

e After a person using bent wires successfully locates a previously 
unknown archaeological site, the claim is made that archaeological 
sites can be discovered by electromagnetic photo-fields. 


Old Time Réligion— 
New Age Harmonics 


Imagine scientists in a remote corner of the globe, scraping away the soil 
surrounding a remarkable discovery, peering through a microscope at a pre- 
viously enigmatic artifact, or examining their computer printouts, and 
scarcely believing what they perceive. Incredulous, they realize that there is 
no other rational explanation; in the artifact they hold before their eyes, in 
the magnified image of their discovery, or in the results contained in their 
printouts, the remarkable truth is impossible to deny. The scientists have 
uncovered concrete proof of a miracle and, at least indirectly, proof of the 
existence of God. It sounds like a potential theme for a movie or perhaps an 
episode of The X-Files. But the imaginary scene I’ve described is not a movie 
scenario or a television script. It reflects actual claims made on a number of 
occasions by self-styled scientists. 

Although the purpose of this book is certainly not to assess the verac- 
ity of anyone’s religious beliefs or to judge the philosophical basis of any- 
one’s faith, when individuals claim there is physical, archaeological 
evidence for a basic belief of a particular religion, the argument is removed 
from the field of theological discourse and placed squarely within the proper 
boundaries of scientific discussion. 

We can assess such a claim or claims as we have assessed all other 
claims made in the name of the science of the past—within the context of 
the scientific method and deductive reasoning. This is precisely what I will 
do in this chapter for claims of the existence of Noah’s Ark, the validity of 
biblical chronology as evidenced by the contemporaneity of dinosaur and 
human footprints, the reality of the Shroud of Turin, esoteric information 
encoded in the calendar and writing of the ancient Maya Indians, and New 
Age archaeology. 
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Scientific Creationism 


You may have heard of the so-called Scopes Monkey Trial, which took place 
in Tennessee in 1925. That trial focused on a high school teacher, John T. 
Scopes, who broke Tennessee state law by teaching Darwin’s theory 
of evolution in a public school classroom—a law that stayed on the books 
until 1967. The celebrated trial attracted international attention; famous de- 
fense lawyer Clarence Darrow served as counsel for Scopes, and thrice-failed 
presidential aspirant William Jennings Bryan served on the prosecutorial 
team. You can find excerpts from the trial transcript, plus a lot of interesting 
material related to the trial at http://www.law.umkc.edu/faculty / projects / 
ftrials/scopes/scopes.htm. 

Though Scopes was convicted and fined (he never did have to pay the 
fine), most presume that the notoriety—and ridicule—that accrued to Ten- 
nessee as a result of the trial resulted in a victory for science and the teach- 
ing of evolution. As scientist Stephen Jay Gould (1981, 1982) points out, 
however, this was not the case. Emotions ran high both during and after the 
trial. To avoid controversy that might hurt sales, most publishers began a 
practice of regularly ignoring evolution in their high school texts. Genera- 
tions of American students went unexposed to evolution—the most essen- 
tial principle underlying the biological sciences. 

This changed rather drastically in the 1950s after the Soviets success- 
fully launched Sputnik, the first artificial satellite to orbit the earth. Ameri- 
can complacency regarding our superiority in all fields was shaken, and 
among the results was a revamping of science curricula from elementary 
school on up. Evolution once again took its rightful place in the biology 
classroom. 

This development, in turn, spawned a new attempt by fundamentalist 
Christian groups to at least‘alter the teaching of evolution, a concept that 
they saw as directly contradictory to their religious faith. Realizing, how- 
ever, that as a result of constitutional protections, religion could not be in- 
jected into public education, the fundamentalists attempted a different 
approach. A new and ostensibly religion-free perspective called scientific cre- 
ationism was invented. Herein it was proposed that there was ample scien- 
tific evidence for the recent (usually dated to within the last 10,000 years) 
and spontaneous creation of the universe by an intelligent force, the recent 
and instantaneous creation of human beings by that same force, and the de- 
struction of at least a part of that creation by an enormous, worldwide del- 
uge (Gish 1973; Morris 1974, 1977; Whitcomb and Morris 1961). 

Although their beliefs sound suspiciously like the story related in the 
Book of Genesis in the Old Testament of the Judeo-Christian Bible, scientific 
creationists claim that they do not base their perspective on faith. They claim 
simply to be scientists with an “alternate” hypothesis for the origins of the 


262 Old Time Religion—New Age Harmonics 


universe, the earth, life, and humanity. Scientific creationists have founded 
institutes (for example, the Institute for Creation Research), published books, 
founded schools, and debated evolutionists. Finally, they have attempted, 
through legislation on the state level, not to eliminate evolution from the 
classroom, but to impose what they call a “two-model approach” in teach- 
ing. This would involve providing equal time for creationist models of biol- 
ogy, geology, astronomy, and anthropology in public schools—in other 
words, ten minutes of Darwin, ten minutes of creationism. 

It should be emphasized that although most scientific creationists are 
Christians, their brand of Christianity does not reflect the mainstream of 
that religion. As you will see, the strict literal interpretation of the Bible upon 
which scientific creationism is based is not adhered to by most Christian 
groups. Many Christian theologians believe that scientific creationism repre- 
sents bad theology as well as bad science. 

The creationists have failed virtually whenever their equal time re- 
quests have been legislated, carried out, and then litigated. The courts have 
seen creationism for what it is: not an alternate scientific model but a restate- 
ment of a religious ideology. Statutes passed by state legislatures requiring 
the teaching of creationism in public schools have been deemed unconstitu- 
tional by the courts in several states, including Arkansas and Louisiana (Scott 
1987). The Louisiana statute came before the Supreme Court of the United 
States in 1987, and seven out of the nine justices agreed that creationism rep- 
resented little more than a restatement of a particular religious ideology— 
that presented in the Old Testament of the Judeo-Christian Bible. Therefore, 
its teaching could not be mandated in public school science classrooms. 
(Michael Shermer’s 1997 book, Why People Believe Weird Things, contains a 
concise summary of the arguments presented in this Supreme Court case.) 

The 1987 Supreme Court decision has not ended attempts by creation- 
ists to inject what the court decided was a religious doctrine into public 
school classrooms (Schmidt 1996). For instance, in 1995 the Alabama state 
legislature ordered that a pasted insert be placed in all secondary school bi- 
ology textbooks stating that evolution has not been proven. The disclaimer 
begins by stating: “This textbook discusses evolution, a controversial theory 
some scientists present as a scientific explanation for the origin of living 
things, such as plants, animals and humans. No one was present when life 
first appeared on earth. Therefore, any statement about life’s origins should 
be considered as theory, not fact.” Note the misuse of the word “theory” 
here to imply that scientists are not certain of the validity of evolution (see 
Chapter 2). The claim that “no one was present when life first appeared.on 
earth” and, therefore, we can’t know what really happened is nonsense, ig- 
noring uniformitarian principles that underpin sciences such as geology, ar- 
chaeology, and paleontology. 

In 1996, in a fairly close vote (20 to 13), the Tennessee Senate voted 
down a bill already passed by the state House of Representatives that would 
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have provided for dismissal of any public school teacher who taught evolu- 
tion as a fact. Also in 1996, the Ohio state legislature debated and then de- 
feated a bill that would have required public school teachers to present 
evidence against evolution. Even though such efforts largely have been un- 
successful, an air of controversy has resulted, and some schoolteachers have 
revealed that they simply avoid any discussion of evolution in their biology 
classes (Schmidt 1996:421). 

Opting for a slower, quieter, from-the-bottom-up approach, some cre- 
ationists have run for positions on their local school boards, in some cases 
espousing a “back to basics” academic philosophy that is becoming increas- 
ingly popular, while at the same time hiding or at least soft-pedaling their 
agenda to inject their religious views into public school curricula. In one in- 
stance where exactly this happened, the Kansas Board of Education’s stan- 
dards for the high school science curriculum were altered. The standards 
had long required the teaching of evolution in life science courses; an under- 
standing of evolution was one of a set of seven knowledge “benchmarks” 
required of all students in these courses. In August 1999, this was reduced to 
six knowledge benchmarks; the board voted to eliminate the evolution 
benchmark from the life science standards. Most of the anti-evolution board 
members have now been voted out of office, so we can hope that this deci- 
sion is soon overturned. 

There are several fine books on the nature of creationism and the threat 
it poses to science education in America and elsewhere (Eldredge 1982; Fu- 
tuyma 1983; Godfrey 1983; Montague 1982). Also, a pamphlet series is avail- 
able from the American Anthropological Association (1984), and a short 
publication can be obtained from the National Academy of Sciences (1984). 
Paleontologist Chris McGowan (1984) provides a lively refutation of cre- 
ationism, and writer Michael Shermer (1997) presents a point-by-point refu- 
tation of twenty-five creationist claims. These are all excellent sources on the 
topic of creationism. We needn’t go into this issue in more depth here. 

However, the purported existence of physical evidence supporting 
biblical literalism is often used to support the scientific underpinnings of cre- 
ationism. Such physical evidence falls into the field of focus of this book. 
The two pieces of ostensible evidence I will assess here are (1) the existence 
of the “artifact” of Noah’s Ark and (2) evidence of the recent creation of the 
earth in the form of proof of the contemporaneity of human beings and 
dinosaurs. 


Noah’s Ark 


The newspaper headlines of early September 2000 were highly mislead- 
ing, trumpeting claims such as “New Evidence of Great Flood” and “Found: 
Possible Pre-Flood Artifacts.” I'll hazard a guess that most people who read 
those lines made an immediate connection to the universal deluge 
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mentioned in the Bible. It might seem from those headlines that archaeolo- 
gists had found evidence like that mentioned in the first paragraphs of this 
chapter, proof of the destruction of the earth ordered by God himself as de- 
scribed in the Old Testament. 

In actuality, the hyperventilated'Héadline authors were way off the 
mark. The evidence in question was not about a universal flood, but a re- 
gional inundation that might have affected the area now under the Black 
Sea. The agency of this flood was not God Almighty, but glacial melting. oe 
entists have proposed that when European glaciers melted off at the end of 
the Pleistocene (Ice Age), the meltwater flowed into the Mediterranean, 
whose rising waters overflowed, perhaps catastrophically, into what had 
previously been a freshwater lake and is now the saltwater Black Sea. It must 
have been impressive and destructive, but this bears little relationship to the 
biblical story of a planetary catastrophe. 

But what about the real “great flood” of Noah? Is there any evidence 
that this remarkable story as told in the Bible actually happened? Some claim 
that there is archaeological evidence of the boat on which just a handful of 
human beings and animals survived the universal deluge. Is there any truth 
to this? For there to have been a Noah’s Ark, the biblical story of the Flood 
must be an accurate account of an environmental catastrophe (Figure 11.1). 
Is there any evidence to support the claim made by many creationists that 
a universal deluge, wiping out all human and animal life on the planet 
except those saved on board the Ark, actually happened within the last 
6,000 years? 

The Biblical version of the flood story was first written down between 
500 and 450 B.c., and similar tales had been circulating in the Middle East 
since at least 1800 B.c. (Cohn 1996). In most versions, an angry and vengeful 
God decides to destroy his creation in an enormous flood. A single, righ- 
teous man (variously: Ziusudra, Atrahasis, Utnapishtim, or Noah) is warned 
of the impending deluge and is given specific instructions to build a boat 
with compartments, to coat it with pitch, and to fill it with plants and ani- 
mals. Even the story of sending first a raven and then a dove out from the 
boat or ark to search for dry land after the rain ends is found in some of the 
older versions of the legend. This shows quite clearly that the biblical flood 
story was not unadulterated history but was borrowed and adapted by the 
ancient Hebrews from other people in the Middle East. 

With this in mind, using a deductive approach as applied elsewhere in 
this book to nonreligious claims about the past, we can ask the following 
questions: (1) Could the Ark as described in the Bible have actually been 
built? (2) Could the people involved have saved representatives of each ani- 
mal species? (3) Is there any geological evidence of a universal Flood? (4) Is 
there archaeological evidence of the Flood? and, finally (5) Are there actual 
remains of the Ark, itself, resting where the Ark landed after the Flood? Let’s 
consider these questions individually. 
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Figure 11.1 An artist's rendition of the gathering of animals boarding Noah’s Ark. Ge- 
ological, biological, paleontological, and archaeological evidence indicates that 
Noah’s Flood was not a historical event. (Noah’s Ark, 1846, by Edward Hicks. Phila- 
delphia Museum of Art. Bequest of Lisa Norris Elkins) 


A 


1. Could the Ark have been built? 


Robert A. Moore (1983) has written a point-by-point examination 
of the Flood story. He concludes that building the Ark would have 
been impossible. According to the biblical account, the Ark measured 
300 cubits in length and 50 cubits in width. Remember from Chapter 
3, in our comparison of the biblical giant Goliath to the Cardiff Giant 
archaeological hoax, a cubit equals approximately 20 inches. Using 
this measurement, Noah’s Ark, built entirely with hand tools by a few 
people, would have been about 500 feet long and more than 80 feet 
wide! This was an enormous ship. Vessels this size did not become 
common in the U.S. Navy until the 1940s, and these ships were built 
by enormous contingents of experienced workers, not a handful of un- 
trained people like Noah’s family. The technology necessary for build- 
ing a seaworthy vessel with anything approaching these dimensions 
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did not even exist until the nineteenth century A.D. We do know what 
boats looked like 5,000 years ago when the Ark was supposed to have 
been built. Recently, Egyptologists unearthed the oldest example of 
an engineered boat—something other than a hollowed out log 

(http: //www.discovery.com/news/briefs /20001031 /hi_royalboat. 
html). It has been dated to between 3100 and 2890 B.c. Its substantial 
size—75 feet long and 7 feet wide—still makes it just a bit more than 
1 percent of the claimed size of the Ark. There is no archaeological or 
historical evidence that anything bigger than this Egyptian boat was 
built during this period. 


. Could the people involved have saved representatives of each and every ani- 


mal species on earth? 


Noah and his family (his wife, three sons, and their wives) could 
not have gathered and accommodated all the animals allegedly saved 
on the Ark—some from as much as 12,000 miles away, from continents 
not even known to Noah. Beyond this, some of the landmasses that 
supplied animals to the Ark were separated from Noah’s location by 
enormous expanses of open ocean. How exactly did llamas and 
alpacas (from South America) or even kangaroos and koala bears 
(from Australia) manage to get to the Ark in the first place? 

We can estimate that, had the Ark housed representatives of every 
animal species alive in the world before the flood—as the Bible indi- 
cates was done—this would mean that 25,000 species of birds, 15,000 
species of mammals, 6,000 species of reptiles, 2,500 species of am- 
phibians, and more than 1,000,000 species of insects, all multiplied by 
two for each kind of the “beasts that are not clean” and by seven for 
each kind of the “clean beasts” (Genesis 7:2), were brought on board 
and taken care of for about a year (Schneour 1986:312). The small 
number of people on the Ark could not possibly have fed, watered, 
and tended this vast number of animals—and imagine cleaning out 
all those stalls! 

Beyond this, even considering the enormous size of the Ark, there 
would have been less than 1 cubic meter (a stall a little more than 3 
feet by 3 feet by 3 feet) for each vertebrate and its food supply 
(Schneour 1986:313). And remember, as we will see in the next section, 
many creationists believe that dinosaurs lived during Noah’s time and 
were among the animals saved on the Ark (Taylor 1985a). Obviously, a 
30-ton, 40-foot-tall, 100-foot-long Supersaurus would have been more 
than a little cramped in its quarters. 

Further, even in the twentieth century, zoos have trouble keeping 
some species alive in captivity; their dietary and other living require- 
ments are so finely adjusted in nature that they cannot be duplicated. 
How did Noah accomplish this? 
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Finally, though extinction technically occurs when the last mem- 
ber of a species dies, species extinction effectively occurs when num- 
bers fall below a certain threshold. For example, the population of 
about one thousand pandas left in their natural habitat may be too 
small a number to prevent eventual disappearance of the species in 
the wild (Dolnick 1989). Yet, if the Flood story were true, we would 
have to believe that the panda and all of the other species we see 
today were able to successfully survive after their numbers had 
dwindled to either two or seven of each. Genetic variability is so 
small with such a limited population size that most species would 
have disappeared. 


. Is there geological evidence for the Flood itself? 


Certainly such a catastrophic event occurring so recently in the 
historic past would have left clear evidence. In fact, worldwide geo- 
logical evidence does not support the claim of a great Flood. The vast 
majority of the features of the earth’s surface are the result of gradu- 
ally acting, uniform processes of erosion repeated over vast stretches 
of time, not short-lived, great catastrophes (though occasional cat- 
astrophic events like asteroid impacts do occur and may have had 
significant effects—one large asteroid strike may have been the cause 
for dinosaur extinction about 65 million years ago). 

For example, paleontologists have long recognized the bio- 
stratigraphic layering present in the earth. Biostratigraphy refers not 
just to the layering of geological strata but also to the occurrence of 
plant and animal fossils in these strata. These biological traces are 
not present in a hodgepodge; they are not randomly associated in 
the layers but tend to be neatly ordered. That ordering—older 
species are found in deeper layers, more recent species are found 
in higher strata—is a reflection of lengthy chronology, not a recent 
catastrophe. 

If a recent, universal Flood simultaneously destroyed virtually all 
plants and animals, their remains would have been deposited together 
in the sediments laid down in that Flood. Dinosaurs and people, trilo- 
bites and opossums, giant ground sloths and house cats, Australopithe- 
cus and the Neandertals—all would have been living at the same time 
before the Flood and should have been killed together during the 
Flood. We should be able to find their fossils together in the same geo- 
logical layers. 

Of course, we find no such thing. Plant remains are found in lay- 
ers older than those containing animals. Single-celled organisms are 
found in layers below those containing multicelled organisms. Rep- 
tiles are found in older strata than are mammals. Layers containing 
dinosaurs never show evidence of human activity and are always far 
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older than layers containing human fossils. (See “Footprints in Time” 
later in this chapter.) 

Creationists recognize this powerful contradiction to their view. 
They speculate that biostratigraphy, instead of representing an ancient 
chronological sequence, represents differences in animal buoyancy 
during the Flood. In other words, reptiles are found in lower strata 
than are mammals because they don’t float as well. Not only is this 
rationalization weak, it is not even original. Here Creationists are only 
recycling an explanation put forth by John Woodward (1695) in An 
Essay Toward a Natural History of the Earth. Of course, we can forgive 
Woodward—he suggested this more than 300 years ago. 


. Is there archaeological evidence for the Flood? 


If a universal Flood occurred between five and six thousand years 
ago, killing all humans except the eight on board the Ark, it would be 
abundantly clear in the archaeological record. Human history would 
be marked by an absolute break. We would see the devastation 
wrought by the catastrophe in terms of the destroyed physical re- 
mains of pre-Flood human settlements. Above all else, we would see 
sharp discontinuity in human cultural evolution. All advances in 
technology, art, architecture, and science made up until the point of 
the catastrophe would have been destroyed. Human cultural evo- 
lution, as reflected in the archaeological record, would have neces- 
sarily started all over again after the Flood. 

Imagine the results of a nuclear war that left just a handful of 
people alive. Consider the devastation such a war would visit upon 
human culture. Think about what the remains of the pre- and postwar 
societies would look like from an archaeological perspective. This is 
comparable to what the differences would have been between pre- 
and post-Flood societies and their archaeology. 

Unfortunately for the Flood enthusiasts, the destruction of all but 
eight of the world’s people had no discernible impact on ancient cul- 
ture and left no mark whatsoever on the archaeological record. The 
cultural records of the ancient Egyptians, Mesopotamians, Chinese, 
and Native American Indian civilizations show no gaps in develop- 
ment. Either cultural trajectories in these world areas were affected 
not at all by the destruction of their entire populations, or there 
simply was no universal Flood. Applying Occam’s razor, we have to 
conclude that, based on the archaeological record, there could have 
been no universal Flood like that described in the Bible. | 


. Do remains of Noah's Ark still exist? 


Are there archaeological remains of a great ship located on the 
slopes of a mountain in Turkey? Are these, in fact, the actual physical 
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remains of Noah’s Ark? For years various groups associated with nu- 
merous fundamentalist organizations have searched for remains of the 
Ark on Mount Ararat in Turkey (LeHaye and Morris 1976). One of 
these groups included former astronaut James Irwin. They have, as 
yet, all been unsuccessful. 

Local Kurdish tribesmen who claim to have visited the largely in- 
tact Ark on the 17,000-foot peak have been interviewed. Stories have 
been collected of the Russian discovery of the Ark in 1916. That legend 
maintains that when the communists took control in the Soviet Union 
all photographs of the Ark were destroyed, and eyewitnesses to the 
Ark were executed. Some have circulated stories of an American dis- 
covery of the Ark in the 1960s. Here, a joint, secret expedition of the 
Smithsonian Institution and the Nationa] Geographic Society suppos- 
edly discovered the Ark but suppressed the information “in order to 
preserve the dominance of Darwinian theory” (Sallee 1983:2). An obvi- 
ous question that might have been asked is, naturally enough, Then 
why did they go looking for the Ark in the first place? 

Eyewitnesses have invariably been unable to relocate the Ark and 
bring people to it. Other alleged evidence for the Ark has consisted 
of photographs and movies. These have always either mysteriously 
disappeared or turned out to be of images of misidentified rock 
formations. 

Jn 1959, a French explorer, Fernand Navarra, claimed to have vis- 
ited the Ark and even brought back wood samples. Unfortunately for 
the “arkeologists,” radiocarbon dating applied to the wood indicated 
that it dated not to 5,000 years ago as it should have according to bibli- 
cal chronology, but to between the sixth and ninth centuries A.D. (Tay- 
Jor and Berger 1980). 


One might suppose that with the stunning Jack of any corroborative 
evidence, interest in the Ark would have waned after the years of fruitless 
searching. Jt hasn’t, but this is because the search for the Ark has little to do 
with objective, scientific testing of a hypothesis and everything to do with 
supporting a religious ideology. As one searcher stated: “My motive is just 
to show to the world that the Bible is God's word, and that the stories in the 
Bible are truth, not fiction” (Sallee 1983:1). 

The desire to find some evidence of the Ark and the Flood remains 
strong. An example of this was a two-hour, prime-time television special ti- 
tled The Incredible Discovery of Noah’s Ark, which aired on CBS in February 
1993. It was independently produced and sold to CBS by Sun Internationa] 
Pictures (see Jarnoff 1992 for a brief discussion of the special, and for a de- 
tailed exposé see Lippard 1994). 

The show was a hodgepodge of unverifiable stories and misrepresen- 
tations of the paleontological, archaeological, and historical records. The 
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presentation was filled with interviews of individuals identified as “Noah’s 
Ark eyewitnesses.” One particularly convincing (in the dramatic sense) 
“eyewitness,” identified as George Jammal, claimed to have climbed 
through a hole in the glacial ice atop Mt. Ararat in 1984 and to have dropped 
down into the Ark itself. He and his companion “Vladimir” photographed 
the wooden animal stalls in the huge boat, and Mr. Jammal used his ice-ax 
to hack out an actual piece of the biblical ship. 

Though tragically Vladimir was killed in an avalanche and the photo- 
graphic evidence lost beneath many tons of ice, Jammal made it back to civi- 
lization with his piece of the Ark. “This wood is so precious, and a gift from 
God,” he told the viewing audience as he displayed the remarkable artifact. 

There is, however, a significant problem with Mr. Jammal’s testi- 
mony—it is entirely false. It all began in 1985 when, motivated by little more 
than a dislike of religion, Jammal contacted the Institute for Creation Re- 
search (ICR) in California, telling them the story of his discovery of the Ark. 
A cursory examination of his letter should have alerted any reader with even 
a modicum of skepticism that it was a sham: Pronouncing the names of the 
individuals who Jammal told the Institute had helped him in his quest—Mr. 
Asholian, Vladimir Sobitchsky, and Allis Buls Hitian (Lippard 1994)— 
should make it clear why. 

When representatives of Sun International were conducting research 
for their Ark show, they contacted ICR and were given Jammal’s name. In- 
explicably, the ICR was much impressed by Jammal’s absurd tale, though 
Jammal had not provided even a shred of evidence to back it up. Biblical 
scholar Gerald Larue was a friend of Jammal’s and had become close enough 
for Jammal to reveal his fabricated Ark story. Coincidentally, Larue had been 
interviewed by Sun International for a previous show. He was angry with 
his treatment on that show and encouraged Jammal to continue his Ark hoax 
when Sun contacted him. 

There had been no trip to Turkey, there were no photographs, and there 
was no Vladimir Sobitchsky. How about the wood Jammal so reverently pre- 
sented on camera as a piece of the Ark? It was never tested or seriously ex- 
amined by Sun International. Had they examined it closely, it should have 
become apparent that it was just a slab of California pine that had been aged 
by microwaving it after soaking it in, among other things, teriyaki sauce! 

Jammal’s story should have been verified by the show’s producers. 
Even simply checking Jammal’s passport would have revealed no travel to 
Turkey, and that should have ended it. Jammal and Larue had intentionally 
made it easy; in fact, all one had to do was sniff the wood. After all, why 
would a piece of Noah’s Ark smell like an Oriental marinade? The point had 
been made. If the producers of The Incredible Discovery of Noah’s Ark could be 
fooled by a hoax with so many obvious and intentional clues, they certainly 
could not be trusted on anything else. 
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When confronted with this, CBS responded rather lamely, “It was an 
entertainment special, not a documentary.” Note the similarity of the excuse 
CBS is using for presenting the public with patent nonsense to the disclaimer 
discussed previously (see Chapter 2) that appears in each issue of the Sun 
tabloid paper. It is sad to believe that CBS is comfortable placing some of its 
“science” programming in this same category. 


Footprints in Time 


It is a little more than 65 million years since dinosaurs thundered across the 
landscape. Some fundamentalist Christians deny this dating of the extinc- 
tion of the dinosaurs. In fact, it is their view that the universe, including our 
world and ourselves, is only about 6,000 years old. In 1650, Irish archbishop 
James Ussher determined that God had created the universe in 4004 B.c. 
Some fundamentalists still accept the validity of that date and so claim that 
human beings and dinosaurs walked the earth during the same period— 
that is, before Noah’s Flood. 

Such a remarkable scenario, although in agreement with some awful 
Hollywood movies and The Flintstones cartoon, stands in contradiction to 
the accumulated wisdom of the fields of biology, zoology, paleontology, ge- 
ology, and anthropology. Basing conclusions on the seemingly indisputable 
evidence of stratigraphy, fossils, artifacts, and radiometric dating, these 
fields show quite clearly that the last of the dinosaurs died off about 60 mil- 
lion years before the appearance of the first upright walking hominids. 

Many creationists reject all these data in favor of one bit of presumed 
evidence they claim shows the contemporaneity of dinosaurs and human be- 
ings—footprints from the Paluxy River bed in Glen Rose, Texas (Morris 1980). 

Fossilized dinosaur footprints along the Paluxy River were first 
brought to the attention of scientists and the general public in 1939 when 
scientist Roland Bird (1939) “mentioned their existence. In the same article, 
Bird noted that giant, fake human footprints were being made and sold by 
people who lived in the area of the genuine dinosaur prints (Figure 11.2). 

Thereafter, claims were published in a Seventh Day Adventist church 
periodical that there were genuine “mantracks” side by side with, in the same 
stratum with, and sometimes overlapping dinosaur prints in the Paluxy 
River bed (Burdick 1950). Similar claims were made in a major creationist 
publication purporting to prove the validity of the biblical Flood story 
(Whitcomb and Morris 1961). Throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, cre- 
ationists of various denominations and perspectives conducted “research” 
in the area, looking for trackways and other evidence that dinosaurs and 
humans lived during the same recent period of the past—in Texas, at least. 

Certainly, the association of dinosaur and human footprints in the 
same geological stratum in Glen Rose would contradict the biostratigraphic 
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Figure 11.2 These obviously carved human footprints were found by scientist R. T. 
Bird (1939) in a store in Arizona. He traced them back to Glen Rose, Texas, where he 
subsequently located a rich deposit of genuine, fossilized dinosaur footprints in the 
Paluxy River bed. (Neg. No. 2A17485. Photo by K. Perkins and T. Beckett. Courtesy 
Department of Library Services, American Museum of Natural History) 


record of the rest of the world and would seem to indicate that human be- 
ings and dinosaurs, indeed, were contemporaries. 

The footprint data have been summarized from a creationist perspec- 
tive by John Morris (1980) in his book Tracking Those Incredible Dinosaurs and 
the People Who Knew Them. It is clear from his descriptions that there are at 
least three distinct categories of features in the Paluxy River bed: (1) indis- 
putable dinosaur footprints, (2) indisputably fraudulent, carved giant 
human footprints, and (3) long (some more than 50 cm; almost 20 inches), 
narrow, ambiguous fossiled imprints. , 

Little needs to be said of the first two categories. Physical anthropolo- 
gist Laurie Godfrey (1985) has shown quite clearly that the fraudulent “man- 
tracks” were known to have been carved and sold by at least one local 
resident during the Depression. Extant examples of these frauds (see Figure 
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Figure 11.3 Creationists 
have claimed there are fos- 
silized footprints of giant 
human beings in the same 
layer with, and side by side 
with, the dinosaur prints in 
the Paluxy River bed. These 
turn out to be misinterpreted 
portions of genuine dino- 
saur footprints. Impressions 
left by three claws can be 
discerned at the front (left) of 
this print. (Courtesy © 1985 
Glen J. Kuban) 





11.2) bear no relationship to the anatomy of the human foot or the way 
human footprints are produced (their ichnology). 

The third category has caused the greatest amount of confusion. Those 
impressions available for study are invariably amorphous imprints that, 
while exhibiting only in a very general sense the outline of huge human feet, 
bear no actual humanlike features (Cole, Godfrey, and Schafersman 1985; 
Edwords 1983; Godfrey 1985; Kuban 1989a). Interestingly, many of the cre- 
ationists who discovered the prints admit that, as a result of erosion, the 
prints are now unimpressive, while maintaining they were clearly human 
when first discovered (Taylor 1985b). 

Godfrey (1985) shows quite clearly that the elongate fossil impressions 
are a mixed lot of erosional features and weathered, bipedal dinosaur foot- 
prints (Figure 11.3). Most of the prints are vague—even creationists cannot 
agree on the length, the width, or even the left/right designation of the same 
prints. None of the so-called mantracks exhibit anatomical features of the 
human foot, nor do the tracks exhibit evidence of the biomechanics of 
human locomotion. As Godfrey points out, humans have a unique way of 
walking that gets translated into the unique characteristics of our footprints. 
When we walk, each foot contacts the ground in a rolling motion—the heel 
strikes the surface first, then the outer margin of the foot, next the ball of the 
foot, and finally the big toe, or hallux. Godfrey’s analysis shows that the 
Paluxy “mantracks” do not exhibit these aspects of human locomotion. 

Recently, most creationists changed their minds concerning at least 
the tracks discovered before 1986 (Morris 1986; Taylor 1985b). Kuban 
(1989b) discovered that the exposed tracks had weathered, revealing the 
claw impressions of the three-toed dinosaurs who made the prints creation- 
ists had claimed were made by humans. Though hopeful that earlier, now- 
destroyed discoveries might have been genuine human footprints or that 
future discoveries might be made of real “mantracks,” most creationists for 
a time accepted what evolutionists had been saying all along; there 1s no 
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evidence for the contemporaneity of human beings and dinosaurs in the 
Paluxy River bed. 


Other Guises of Creationism 


a 


Certainly, all creationists are not fundamentalist Christians. Many ultra- 
orthodox Jews, for example, also reject evolution and take seriously the date 
on the Jewish calendar, the year 5761 (corresponding roughly to A.D. 2001), 
as representing the age of the universe—that is, 5,761 years. Not coinciden- 
tally, this is pretty close to the age of the universe as determined by Arch- 
bishop Ussher. 

In a different kind of creationism with an entirely different time scale, 
devout believers in the Hindu religion maintain that human beings have 
been around for millions or even billions of years exactly as we are now, 
with no evolutionary sequence leading up to the present. Like many Christ- 
ian creationists, some Hindu creationists maintain that paleontological and 
archaeological evidence supports this religious belief. This anti-evolutionary 
perspective has been expressed in two books written by individuals affili- 
ated with the Hare Krishnas of the Bhaktivedanta Institute (Cremo and 
Thompson 1993, 1994). Reflecting their belief in what amounts to a conspir- 
acy of silence on the part of scientists, Cremo and Thompson use terms like 
“forbidden archaeology” and “hidden history” in the titles of their books 
(see Feder 1994a and Lepper 1995a for reviews of these books). In what has 
to be one of the strangest sets of bedfellows yet seen in a television special, 
fundamentalist Christians and Hare Krishnas railed together against the 
evolutionary perspective on a show called The Mysterious Origins of Man 
(Cote 1996), seeming not to recognize that their own views differ as much 
from each other as either does from evolution. 

This unfortunate alliance of the modern followers of various creation 
myths against science ignores the fundamental difference between myth and 
science. By definition, creation myths are not hypotheses that have been 
tested, refined, reformulated and retested until they conform closely to real- 
ity. Just as important, these myths likely were not intended as actual history. 
The purpose of myth is not to describe reality in an objective, scientific way 
but to show people how to live a moral life. This was articulated best by a 
prominent modern thinker when he said: 


Sacred scripture wishes simply to declare that the world was created by 
God, and in order to teach this truth, it expresses itself in the terms of 
the cosmology in use at the time of the writer. . . . The sacred book .. . does 
not... teach how heaven was made but how one goes to heaven. (Emphasis 
mine; as cited in Lieberman and Kirk 1996:3) 


This is not a scientist or atheist or secular humanist speaking. These are the 
words of someone who has devoted his life to God, the Bible, and his church. 
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You might be surprised to learn that this was written by Pope John Paul II. 
If only those arraying religion against science would realize this—and, 
equally, if scientists stuck to discussions of how the universe and life evolved 
rather than why—much of the problem would be eliminated. That this has 
not happened is to the detriment of both science and religion. 


The Shroud of Turin 


In discussing scientific epistemology in Chapter 2, I pointed out that science 
does not proceed through a simple process of elimination. We do not simply 
suggest a number of hypotheses, eliminate those we can, and then accept 
whichever one is left. Yet just such an approach is at the heart of much of the 
pseudoscience surrounding the so-called Shroud of Turin. 

Some presume that this 14-foot by 3%-foot piece of cloth is the burial 
garment of Jesus Christ. It is further asserted by some that the image on the 
cloth of the front and back of a man, apparently killed by crucifixion (Fig- 
ure 11.4), was rendered not by any ordinary human agency but by miracu- 
lous intervention at the moment of Christ’s resurrection (Stevenson and 
Habermas 1981a, 1981b; Wilson 1979). Some of the scientists who partici- 
pated in the Shroud of Turin Research Project (STURP) in 1978 reached such 
a conclusion (Weaver 1980). 

Over five days in 1978, using seventy-two crates of high-tech equip- 
ment, STURP conducted an intensive examination of the shroud. The qual- 
ity of a scientific investigation, however, cannot be assessed by the tonnage 
of the equipment brought to bear. The STURP research ultimately was a sci- 
entific failure. Even before they began, according to some reports, many of 
those involved had already made up their minds that the shroud housed in 
the cathedral in Turin, Italy, was the result of a supernatural occurrence (Mc- 
Crone 1997; Mueller 1982). 

Beyond this, their approach was not consistent with scientific method- 
ology. In essence, they considered a limited number of prosaic explanations 
for the image on the shroud (oil painting, watercolors, stains from oils used 
to anoint the dead body). They applied their high-tech equipment in testing 
these hypotheses and found none of the explanations to their satisfaction. 
They ended up suggesting that the image was actually a scorch mark cre- 
ated by an inexplicable burst of radiation (Stevenson 1977). Though, offi- 
cially, STURP did not conclude that the image had been miraculously 
wrought, Mueller (1982) points out that STURP’s “burst of radiation” from a 
dead body would most certainly have been miraculous. 

Some STURP members (in particular, Stevenson and Habermas 1981a) 
were forthcoming in explicitly concluding that the image must have been 
the result of a miracle. They further maintained that the image is that of 
a person bearing precisely the wounds of Christ as mentioned in the New 
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Figure 11.4 Positive (left) 
and negative (right) images 
of the Shroud of Turin. Some 
have claimed that the shroud 
was the actual burial gar- 
ment of Jesus Christ and that 
the image on the shroud 
was miraculously wrought 
at the moment of resurrec- 
tion. However, historical 
evidence, microscopic anal- 
ysis, and a recently derived 
radiocarbon date show 

that it was the work of a 
fourteenth-century artist. 
(Photo by G. Enrie. Courtesy 
of the Holy Shroud Guild) 
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Testament (scourge marks, crown of thorns, crucifixion nail holes, stab 
wound). They finally conclude that the image on the shroud is, in fact, a 
miraculously wrought picture of Jesus Christ. 

Not all were convinced by STURP’s official argument or the more reli- 
gious claims of Stevenson and Habermas. One member of the original 
STURP team (he subsequently resigned) was the world-renowned micro- 
scopist, Walter McCrone. McCrone and his associates examined more than 
eight thousand shroud fibers and collected data on thirty-two so-called 
sticky-tape lift samples—samples collected on a clear adhesive-coated tape 
that had been in direct contact with the shroud (1982). McCrone and his team 
used a number of techniques, including high-power (400x-2500X) optical 
microscopy, to examine the physical characteristics of the image and osten- 
sible bloodstains and used x-ray diffraction, polarized light microscopy, 


and electron microprobe analysis in determining their chemical makeup 
(McCrone 1990). 
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Figure 11.5 Shroud enthusiasts claim that there is no natural explanation for the image 
on the shroud. However, using different prosaic and entirely natural methods, Joe Nick- 
ell (1987) and Walter Sanford (cited in McCrone 1996) have produced reasonable fac- 
similes of the image on the shroud (Courtesy of Joe Nickell, left; Walter McCrone, right). 


McCrone found that, far from being an enigmatic or inexplicable im- 
print on the cloth, the shroud body image and the supposed bloodstains 
contained evidence of two distinct artist’s pigments made and used in the 
Middle Ages. The image itself showed the existence of red ochre, a common 
historical component of paint (McCrone 2000). The bloodstains showed the 
presence of a synthetic mercuric sulfide, a component of the artist’s red pig- 
ment vermillion. The particular characteristics of the vermillion pigment 
found on the shroud are consistent with a type made in Europe beginning 
about A.D. 800. According to McCrone, the alleged bloodstains produced 
only negative results when a series of standard forensic blood tests were ap- 
plied. From this he concluded that there was no blood on the shroud, only 
an artist’s red pigment. 

Joe Nickell (1987) has suggested a plausible artistic method for the pro- 
duction of the shroud. This involved daubing powdered pigment on cloth 
molded over a bas-relief of a human being. His method seemed to explain 
the curious fact that the image on the shroud appears more realistic in nega- 
tive reproductions; that simply is a product of the technique of image man- 
ufacture (as in a grave rubbing). Though his method has been used by 
European artists for 700 years, and his replica of the face on the shroud bears 
a strong resemblance to the original, not surprisingly his suggestion was re- 
jected outright by those who believed that the shroud represented an au- 
thentic miracle (Figure 11.5). 

Another attempt at replicating the shroud has been conducted recently 
by forensic scientists Randall Bresee and Emily Craig (1994). Using a 
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technique familiar to medical illustrators called “carbon-dust imaging,” they 
produced a very “shroudlike” image. Whereas Nickell’s replica has been 
criticized on the microscopic grounds that his pigment was present at a 
much greater depth in the fibers than in the shroud, the Bresee/Craig rep- 
lica is both macroscopically and microscopically similar to the shroud image. 

Walter McCrone’s (1996) approach to replicating the shroud uses the 
simplest technique. He asked the artist Walter Sanford to paint on linen an 
image of the man on the shroud with a very dilute iron-oxide tempera paint, 
a formula McCrone produced based on his analysis of the paint residue he 
found on the shroud. The “negative imaging,” the lack of absorption into 
the fibers of the linen, and the three-dimensional features of the Turin shroud 
were faithfully reproduced by Sanford and McCrone (see Figure 11.5). Mc- 
Crone’s painted shroud and the Turin shroud look virtually identical in a 
naked-eye comparison, (compare Figures 11.4 and 11.5, right); in addition, 
McCrone (2000) has demonstrated that a microscopic comparison (between 
400 and 1500X) of his painted shroud and the Turin shroud shows a very 
close match. 

So, was the shroud daubed, dusted, fingerpainted, or brush-painted 
into existence? Ultimately, the answer to this question is not so important. 
Whatever process may have been used, it is clear that any assertion that the 
process that produced the image on the shroud is mysterious or miraculous 
and cannot be replicated using mundane artistic techniques is simply false. 


Testing the Shroud 


It must be admitted that if the image on the shroud is miraculous, it is, of 
course, beyond the capability of science to explain it. Nonetheless, we can 
apply scientific reasoning concerning the historical context of the shroud. In 
other words, if the shroud is the burial cloth of Jesus, and if the image ap- 
peared on the shroud through some inexplicable burst of divine energy at 
the moment of resurrection, then we might expect to find that 


1. The shroud was a regular part of Jewish burial tradition. 

2. The shroud image was described by early Christians and, as proof of 
Christ’s divinity, used in proselytizing. 

3. The Shroud of Turin can be historically traced to the burial garment of 
Christ mentioned in the New Testament. 

4. The Shroud of Turin can be dated to the period of Jesus Christ. 


We can test these implications of the hypothesis of the shroud’s 
authenticity. 


1. Was the shroud a regular part of Jewish burial tradition? 


The story begins with the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Whatever 
one’s perspective concerning the divinity of Jesus, a few things are in- 
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disputable. Christ was a Jew and one among a handful of alleged mes- 
siahs about 2,000 years ago. As such, from the perspective of the 
Roman occupiers of Israel, Christ was one in a series of religious and 
political troublemakers. The Romans dealt harshly with those who 
directly or indirectly threatened their authority. Crucifixion—exe- 
cution by nailing or tying the offender to a wooden cross in a public 
place—was a way of both eliminating the individual and reminding 
the populace of the cost of defying Roman rule. 

As a Jew, Christ would have undergone a Jewish burial ceremony. 
In fact, the Gospel of John clearly states that Jesus was to be buried in 
the “manner of the Jews” (19:40). At the time, this would have in- 
volved scrupulously washing the body and anointing it with oils, 
shaving the face and head, and wrapping the body with a burial 
shroud of linen. According to halacha (Jewish law), burial ordinarily 
should occur within twenty-four hours of death or soon thereafter. 

According to the New Testament, Christ was removed from the 
cross and placed in a cave whose entrance was sealed with a large 
rock. Christ is then supposed to have risen from the dead, and his 
body disappeared from the cave. 

Taking an anthropological perspective, analysis of Jewish burial 
custom suggests that a burial sheet or shroud is to be expected in the 
case of the death and burial of Christ. But what should that shroud 
look like? Old Testament descriptions of shrouds seem to imply that 
the body was not wrapped in a single sheet (like the “winding sheets” 
used in burials in medieval Europe), but in linen strips, with a sepa- 
rate strip or veil placed over the face. In the Gospel of John, there is a 
description of the wrapping of Jesus’ body in linen clothes and a sepa- 
rate face veil. 

The image on the shroud has “blood” marks in various places. 
Shroud defenders have pointed to these supposed blood marks in an 
attempt to authenticate the shroud, comparing the wounds on the 
image to those of Christ as described in the New Testament. But there 
is an ironic element to such evidence. If the image on the shroud is re- 
ally that of Jesus produced through some supernatural agency, then 
the body of Christ could not have been ritually cleaned. Yet this would 
have been virtually unthinkable for the body of a Jew. Such ritual 
cleansing of a dead body is an absolute requirement for Jews, even on 
the Sabbath—Christ died on Friday around sundown when the Jewish 
Sabbath begins—when all other work would have been halted. The 
marks alleged to be Christ’s actual blood, therefore, contradict the 
claim that the body of Jesus was wrapped in the shroud; he would al- 
ready have been ritually cleaned for burial before being placed in his 
burial clothes. 

Further, if the Turin shroud is authentic, then the cloth itself 
should be of a style consistent with other shrouds and other cloth 
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manufactured 2,000 years ago in the Middle East. However, textile ex- 
perts have stated that the herringbone pattern of the shroud weave is 
unique, never having been found in either Egypt or Palestine in the 
era of Jesus Christ (Gove 1996:243). 

In sum, there are significant inconsistencies between what the bur- 
ial garments of Jesus should look like and what the Gospel of John 
says it looked like on one hand and the actual appearance of the 
Shroud of Turin on the other. 


. Was the shroud image mentioned in the Gospels? 


The Gospel of John states specifically, “took they the body of Jesus 
and wound it in linen clothes” (19:40). When the disciples entered the 
tomb, Jesus was gone but his burial garments were still there. Again, 
the Gospel of John provides a short, but succinct description: “And 
the napkin, that was about his head, not lying with the linen clothes, 
but wrapped together in a place by itself” (20:7). This description 
matches Jewish burial custom—but not the Shroud of Turin. 

Certainly the Gospels were not averse to proclaiming the miracles 
performed by Christ. A miraculous image of Jesus would have been 
noticed, recorded, and, in fact, shouted from the rooftops. But though 
the burial linens are seen and mentioned in John, there is no mention 
of an image on the cloth. In fact, there is no mention of an image on 
Jesus’ burial garments anywhere in the New Testament. This is almost 
certainly because there was no image. 


. Can the current shroud be traced to the burial of Jesus? 


With the preceding argument in mind, can we nevertheless trace 
the burial linens of Jesus mentioned in the New Testament to the shroud 
housed in the cathedral in Turin? The answer very simply is, no. 

To be sure, other burial shrouds of Christ are mentioned in ancient 
stories. The earliest may be a second-century account of a shroud; 
there is a brief mention of it in later, secondary sources. An 8-foot-long 
burial shroud is mentioned in A.D. 877. But in none of these accounts 
is there any discussion of an image on the burial linen. 

Historical references to miraculous images of the face, but not the 
entire body of Christ, are fairly plentiful. Probably the best-known is 
called the “Image of Edessa,” which dates to the fourth century. Christ 
is said to have wiped his face on a towel, whereupon a miraculous 
image of his face appeared. The cloth had healing properties. But this 
is a story of a supposedly miraculous image of Christ’s face alone on a 
small piece of cloth. The Image of Edessa was called a “mandelion,” 
which means “kerchief”—hardly an appropriate term for a 14-foot- 
long winding sheet. The Image of Edessa as described is nothing like 
the shroud. 
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The very earliest mention of the current shroud is A.D. 1353. Be- 
tween the death of Jesus and A.D. 1353, there is no historical mention 
of the shroud and no evidence that it existed. It makes little or no 
sense, if indeed a shroud existed with a miraculous image of Christ on 
it, for it to have gone unmentioned for more than 1,300 years. Apply- 
ing Occam’s razor, a more reasonable explanation might be that the 
shroud with the image of Christ did not exist until the fourteenth 
century. 

The history of the shroud after 1353 is quite a bit clearer. It has 
been described in an excellent book, Inquest on the Shroud of Turin, by 
science writer Joe Nickell (1987). Apparently, a church named Our 
Lady of Lirey was established in 1353 to be a repository for the 
shroud, and it was first put on view there a few years later. It was 
advertised as “the true burial sheet of Christ,” and admission was 
charged to the pilgrims who came to view it (Nickell 1987:11). Medal- 
lions were struck (and sold) to commemorate the first display of the 
shroud; existing medallions show an image of the shroud. 

The Church in Rome took a remarkably skeptical approach to 
the shroud. Asa result of the lack of reference to such a shroud in the 
Gospels, Bishop Henri de Poitiers initiated an investigation of the 
shroud, and a lengthy report was submitted to the Pope in 1359. 

The report pulls no punches; it concludes that the shroud was a fake 
produced to make money for the church at Lirey. It was even discov- 
ered that individuals had been paid to feign sickness or infirmity and 
to fake “miraculous” cures in the presence of the shroud. The report 
goes even further, mentioning the confession of the forger: “the truth 
being attested by the artist who had painted it, to wit, that it was a 
work of human skill and not miraculously wrought or bestowed” (as 
quoted in Nickell 1987;13). 

As a result of the Church-sponsored report, Pope Clement VII de- 
clared that the shroud was a painted cloth and could be exhibited 
only if (1) no candles or incense were burned in its presence, (2) no 
honor guard accompanied it, and (3) the following disclaimer were 
announced during its exhibition: “It is not the True Shroud of Our 
Lord, but a painting or picture made in the semblance or representa- 
tion of the Shroud” (as quoted in Nickell 1987:17). 

Even with the disclaimer, the shroud attracted pilgrims and 
believers. The shroud became an article of commerce, being bartered 
for a palace in 1453. In 1578 it ended up in Turin, Italy, where it was 
exhibited in the sixteenth through twentieth centuries. 


. What is the age of the shroud? 


Even if the Shroud of Turin turned out to be a 2,000-year-old piece 
of cloth, the shroud-as-miracle would not be established. It still could 
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be a fraud rendered 2,000 years ago—or more recently on old cloth. 
However, a final blow would be struck to any hypotheses of authen- 
ticity if the cloth could be shown to be substantially younger than the 
time of Jesus. Recent analyses have shown just this. 

The Church agreed to have three,radiocarbon dating labs date the 
shroud. A postage-stamp-sized sample was cut from the shroud. That 
is all that was needed for all three labs to date the cloth using accelera- 
tor mass spectrometry, a very precise form of carbon dating requiring 
very small samples (see Gove 1996 for a detailed description). A textile 
expert was on hand to make certain the sample was removed from the 
shroud itself and not patches added later to cover holes burned in a 
fire in A.D. 1532. Also, the entire process was videotaped to preserve a 
chain of evidence from the shroud to each of the labs. In this way, 
everyone would be certain that the labs actually received material cut 
from the shroud, and not material substituted for some nefarious pur- 
pose. Each lab was also provided with three control swatches: one 
small piece from each of three fabrics of known age that they also 
dated. This was done to determine the accuracy of the dates from each 
of the labs on known cloth, providing a measure of accuracy for a 
cloth of unknown age (the shroud). 

The shroud dates determined from all three labs indicate that the 
flax from which the shroud was woven was harvested sometime be- 
tween A.D. 1260 and 1390 (Damon 1989; Nickell 1989; Vaughan 
1988:229). These dates correspond not with the time of Jesus but with 
the first historical mention of the existence of the shroud. 

How accurate is this date? In all certainty the date is very ac- 
curate. In dating the samples of known age, the labs were virtually 
perfect, and there is no reason to believe their shroud dates are any 
different (Table 11.1). Some have claimed that the shroud sample was 
contaminated, but Harry Gove, the physicist who is the “father” of the 
radiocarbon dating technique used, has determined that for a 2,000- 
year-old cloth to have enough contamination to make it appear to date 
to the fourteenth century A.D. the sample would have to be at least 
one-third pure contamination and only two-thirds cloth (1996:265)— 
an unlikely situation and one that would have been clearly visible to 
the naked eye. That the Shroud of Turin was a medieval artifact was 
fairly certain before the dating. After the dating the issue is settled. 

A recent analysis of pollen grains adhering to shroud sample 
fibers by botanist Avinoam Danin and Uri Baruch (1998) has been pre- 
sented to support the hypothesis that the shroud originated near 
Jerusalem, supporting a claim of authenticity. This pollen analysis 
may indicate that the shroud linen originated in or passed through 
Israel before its “discovery” was announced in the fourteenth cen- 
tury, but this does not speak to the essential issue of the shroud’s age. 
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Table 11.1 Results of Radiocarbon Dating for Historic Cloth Control Samples and 
Shroud of Turin 





Known Date Carbon Date 
(historical records) (three-lab average) 
Thread from cloth cape A.D. 1290 to 1310 A.D. 1273 
Egyptian mummy wrapping 60 B.C. A.D. 35 
Nubian tomb linen A.D. 1000 to 1300 A.D. 1093 
Shroud of Turin not known A.D. 1325 


Source: Gove 1996. 


Only radiocarbon dating can supply a date in this case, and that date 
shows a source in the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries A.D., not 2,000 
years ago. 

Some who wish to believe in the shroud have, however, continued 
to maintain its miraculous nature while accepting the validity of the 
radiocarbon dates. Writer John Frodsham (1989:329) maintains that 
although the shroud cannot have been the actual burial garment of 
Jesus, it may be a fourteenth-century miracle, the image appearing as 
a sign from God, “perhaps in response to fervent prayers, during an 
epoch noted for its mysticism, when the Black death was raging 
throughout Europe.” This is an interesting hypothesis, though per- 
haps European peasants dying in the tens of thousands might have 
better appreciated a more utilitarian miracle on God’s part—say, elim- 
ination of the Black Plague—than an image on a piece of linen. 


As noted in Chapter 9, įn one of the strangest takes on the shroud, there 
even is a Web site that consists of a side-by-side comparison of the image of 
the face on the shroud and, are you ready, the face on Mars (http://www. 
aadm.com/cydonia/shroudfonMars.html). The creator of this Web site 
leaves it up to you to decide the cosmic significance of the similarities. I be- 
lieve I will do the same. 


New Age Prehistory 


On August 16/17 in 1987, people all over the world congregated in various 
special locations to mark the beginning of a new age. The geographical foci 
chosen were supposed “sacred sites.” Some of the places that were chosen 
should now be familiar to the readers of this book: Mystery Hill, Serpent 
Mound, and Cahokia (Peterson 1988). The moment was one apparently res- 
onant with earth-shaking possibilities, for it heralded the beginning of a 
change in the trajectory of human evolution and history. 
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It was not simply that August 16, 1987, was the tenth anniversary of 
the death of Elvis Presley, though that irony (or perhaps it was a joke after 
all) seems to have been lost on the true believers. No, those days had been 
singled out in a very popular book, The Mayan Factor: Path Beyond Technol- 
ogy, by José Argiielles. He called that two-day period (conveniently on a 
weekend so the celebrants wouldn’t have to take a day off from work) the 
Harmonic Convergence (1987:170). 

In blunt terms, The Mayan Factor masquerades as profundity for the ig- 
norant and the credulous. In a parade of seemingly meaningless statements, 
using Maya mythology, a sort of Maya numerology, and—as Argtielles ad- 
mits—"leaps of faith and imagination” (p. 86), he does little more than res- 
urrect von Daniken’s nonsense concerning ancient astronauts. Though his 
prose is quite obscure, the essence of his argument seems to be that the Maya 
were intergalactic beings who visited the earth. They were not the crude, 
high-tech types of von Daniken’s fantasy, cruising the universe in space- 
ships. Instead the Maya were beings who could “transmit themselves as 
DNA code information from one star system to another” (p. 59). (See Chap- 
ter 12 of this book for a discussion of Maya archaeology.) 

Their purpose on earth is rather obscure (to me, at least): 


The totality of the interaction between the Earth’s larger life and the in- 
dividual and group responses to this greater life define “planet art.” In 
this large process, I dimly perceive the Maya as being navigators or 
charters of the waters of galactic synchronization. (p. 37) 


If that doesn’t quite clear it up for you, Argiielles adds that the Maya 
are here on earth “to make sure that the galactic harmonic pattern, not per- 
ceivable as yet to our evolutionary position in the galaxy, had been presented 
and recorded” (p. 73). 

Apparently, the Maya, who are actually from the star Arcturus in the 
Pleiades cluster, materialized in Mesoamerica a number of times as “galactic 
agents.” They introduced writing and other aspects of civilization to the 
Olmec, a pre-Maya group, as part of a quite vague plan to incorporate hu- 
manity into some sort of cosmic club. 

Argiielles maintains that a Maya cycle of time that began in 3113 B.C. 
will end A.D. December 21, 2012. He states that the Maya are already on their 
way back to earth via “galactic synchronization beams,” traveling by way of 
“chromo-molecular transport” (p. 169). The date of the Harmonic Conver- 
gence was significant, though for rather obscure reasons, relative to the “re- 
impregnation of the planetary field with the archetypal harmonic 
experiences of the planetary whole” (p. 170). 

In any event, by harmonically converging on that two-day period, we 
were sending a signal to the oncoming Maya that we humans were ready 
(for what, I am not sure). Soon, according to Argtielles, there will be no more 
cancer or AIDS (in reality caused by “radial blockages in our collective bio- 
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electromagnetic field”) (p. 182) and no more threat of war (read the newspa- 
per to check out this claim). Then, on December 21, 2012, the Maya will ar- 
rive and reality will be transformed. 

It is fairly common for occultists to seize on this particular date based 
on a faulty understanding of the Maya concept of time. Because December 
21, 2012, does represent an end to a cycle of time in the Maya calendar sys- 
tem, they seem to assume, as does Argiielles, that the Maya, through some 
supernatural connection, knew that this date represented the end of time, or 
at least the end of life on Earth as we know it. As Mayanists Linda Schele 
and David Freidel (1990) point out, however, this date turns up as a result of 
the math behind the Maya calendar, not because of any prediction by them, 
either of doom or transformation. The Maya, in fact, wrote about events that 
they expected to happen long after 2012, so they certainly didn’t conceive of 
it as the end of time. 

Of course, there is no reference to archaeological evidence or any sort 
of scientific testing for the speculations made by Argiielles. The claims may 
seem laughable, but at this time in genuine human history, the joke isn’t 
funny. The specter of thousands of people waiting hopefully for some “plan- 
etary synchronization” or “harmonic convergence” to cure all the ills that 
afflict us and our planet is, ultimately, desperately sad. 


Arizona in the New Age 


Not content simply to wait for the return of the Maya (while listening to 
Yanni CDs), the New Agers have kept themselves busy. This is perhaps 
no more obvious than in Sedona, a red rock jewel of a place in northern 
Arizona. 

Having visited there on several occasions, I can personally attest to the 
immense and incredible visual beauty of the country in which the young 
community of Sedona is situated. Clean air contributes to a piercingly blue 
sky. The exposed bedrock, shading from deep brown through magenta to 
lipstick red all the way to pale pink, has been eroded into endless phantas- 
magoric shapes. It is no wonder that the area has attracted a wonderful mix 
of people. 

The Sedona New Agers believe that there is “power” of an indefinable 
nature in the red rocks of their region, and power and ancient wisdom as 
well in the remnants left behind by the prehistoric inhabitants of northern 
Arizona. New Age Sedonans talk endlessly about vortexes, sacred places, 
and healing spots—which skeptics might suggest are merely particularly 
beautiful rock formations, architecturally impressive prehistoric ruins, or in- 
teresting ancient rock carvings, called petroglyphs (Figure 11.6). 

Tourists can travel into Sedona’s back country by taking any one of a 
number of jeep tours with companies called “Earth Wisdom Tours,” “Mystic 
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Figure 11.6 The cliff dwellings of the American Southwest reflect the architectural 
sophistication and the construction skills of the Native Americans who built them. But 
they were, after all, simply people’s homes. Claims by New Agers that sites in Sedona 
like the Palatki Ruins shown here are “power vortexes” are devoid of any scientific 
meaning. (K. L. Feder) 


Tours,” “Anasazi Healing Tours,” or “Crossing Worlds.” Archaeological sites 
are important elements in these tours. One tour pamphlet suggests that 
“some will sense the ancient resonance still present at these sites.” Other 
tours promise healing ceremonies, revelation of ancestral secrets of the 
“Medicine Wheel,” and various other cosmic insights. 

If people wish to read spiritual significance into the ruins of ancient 
dwellings or artifacts tossed by the inhabitants onto their trash heaps, it may 
be silly, but harmless. However, some Native Americans are uncomfortable 
with the prospect of a group of mostly white, financially well-off people ro- 
manticizing and appropriating indigenous religious beliefs and native cultural 
images for their own cosmic salvation. In fact, some are downright hostile. 

For example, Rick Romancito, a Taos and Zuni Indian, is unhappy 
about the New Age fascination with all things Indian. He decries their meld- 
ing of different beliefs taken from different tribes into an all-inclusive “In- 
dian religion” that never existed among actual Indians (Romancito 1993). 
He characterizes this as “selectively picking and choosing spiritual concepts 
from several different Indian religions, as if they’re products for sale ina 
cosmic marketplace” (p. 97). Romancito is far from being alone on this point. 
The Sioux (Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota nations) have “declared war against 
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exploiters of Lakota spirituality,” singling out “non-Indian wannabes, huck- 
sters, cultists, commercial profiteers, and self-styled ‘New Age shamans’ 
and their followers” (as cited in Feeney 1998:1,3). 

Romancito is especially angry at the cloying New Age assumption that 
Indians are “repositories of ‘indigenous spiritual knowledge’” (p. 97), gurus 
one and all just ripe for the intellectual picking. He tars such a stereotype of 
Indians as spiritual mystics with the same brush he does more obviously 
negative popular images such as “the drunken Indian” or the noble but de- 
feated savage. Though New Agers might accuse Romancito of giving off a 
lot of “negative energy,” his complaint should be heeded. 


Current Perspectives: 
Religions Old and New 


Around 1885 a Paiute Indian named Wovoka had a vision in which God 
came to him and told of a new order that was to come. God instructed Wo- 
voka to teach his people a new dance. If enough Indians from different tribes 
would only join in, this dance would lead to miracles. All sick or injured In- 
dians would regain their health. All dead Indians from all the ages would 
come back to life and join in the dance. These countless Indians dancing to- 
gether would float into the air, and a great flood would decimate the coun- 
try, destroying in its wake all the white settlers. When the flood waters 
subsided, the Indians would gently return to the ground to begin a paradisi- 
acal life of plenty, with lots of food, no sickness—and no white settlers 
(Kehoe 1989; Mooney 1892-93). 

The Ghost Dance, as it came to be called, was what anthropologists label 
a revitalistic movement. Movements such as the Ghost Dance occur when a 
people sees its way of life threatened by a terrible, impending calamity. The 
old ways, including the old gods, seem to have no effect. A new, revolution- 
ary belief system or sometimes simply a return to a previous, “purer” way is 
seized on as offering a solution. 

In the case of the Ghost Dance, Indians faced with cultural extinction 
at the hands of the European colonists looked for some way out of their ter- 
rible predicament. There could be no military solution, and there appeared 
to be no spiritual recourse. 

Wovoka’s vision of salvation gave them a way out. Thousands of Indi- 
ans in hundreds of groups across the United States believed in Wovoka’s vi- 
sion and joined in the dance. 

One cannot help but be struck by the common thread running through 
this revitalistic movement of a century ago and the spiritual and religious 
upheavals in the modern world. Fundamentalist Christians and Moslems 
see all of the modern world’s ills as spiritually based; if we could just return 
to the one true belief, all would be cured. At the same time, New Age beliefs 


288 Old Time Religion—New Age Harmonics 


seem to provide spiritual relief for those who perceive the precariousness of 
modern existence but who do not see the solution in old-time religion. 

A century ago Wovoka and the Indian people were faced with the de- 
struction of their way of life and even their own extinction. The terrors of 
our own century are just as great and include the quick death of nuclear ex- 
tinction and the slow decay wrought by pollution, terrorism, poverty, drugs, 
and disease. Science seems to offer little in the way of solution and, in fact, 
is seen by many as being at the core of the problem. 

How comforting to believe that we can change all this simply by return- 
ing to a more fundamental belief in the Bible or that the solution to our prob- 
lems is just a few years away in the guise of godlike extraterrestrial aliens 
who have been here before and who will save us, ultimately, from ourselves. 

It is all the better, then, if the archaeological record can be interpreted 
as supporting such beliefs. In this perspective, both fundamentalism (of all 
sorts) and the New Age philosophy can be viewed as twentieth-century re- 
vitalistic movements, offering hope to people desperate to believe there is a 
spiritual solution to our otherwise seemingly insoluble dilemmas. 

It is easy to understand why so many Indians embraced the Ghost 
Dance: Their situation was desperate, and this new religion offered them 
the promise of salvation. It is no wonder, as anthropologist Alice Kehoe 
(1989) states, that the religion survived even massacres like that of Wounded 
Knee, where, on December 29, 1890, more than three hundred Indian men, 
women, and children were slaughtered (Brown 1970). Even though their 
“ghost shirts” did not protect Indian warriors from the spray of bullets spit 
out by Gatling guns, the desire to believe the promises of the Ghost Dance 
was so strong that the religion continued to have followers well into the 
twentieth century. 

It is more difficult by far to empathize with modern, well-off people 
who seem to be afflicted by little more than existential angst, general de- 
pression, or a vague feeling of dissatisfaction with their lives and who then 
turn to New Age nonsense. Harmonic convergers, fundamentalists, and the 
good and kind New Agers of Sedona and elsewhere might do well to heed 
this message: Revitalistic movements, whether based on a literal interpreta- 
tion of the Bible, remarkable interpretations of the archaeological record, or 
a search for enlightenment in beautiful canyons or fascinating rock carvings, 
can do little to address the real problems facing the world. 








> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. Are all scientists atheists? 


No, though it is true that a greater proportion of scientists are nonbe- 
lievers than is the case for the general public. A Gallup poll conducted in 
1991 indicated that about 87 percent of Americans believe in God, 9 percent 
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do not, and 3 percent say they do not know (Gallup and Newport 1991). A 
1996 survey among American scientists revealed that close to 40 percent be- 
lieve in God, about 45 percent do not, and about 15 percent are agnostics 
(Larson and Witham 1997). So, although belief in God measures at less than 
half the level it does among the general public, and a far greater proportion 
of scientists than nonscientists are atheists, a sizable minority of scientists 
do believe in a personal God. 


2. Aren't religion and evolution irreconcilable? 


Again, the answer is no. Two popes, including the current one, six 
major Protestant organizations, and the Conference of American Rabbis, 
among others, have all published statements accepting at least the possibil- 
ity that evolution was the process by which God created life (Lieberman and 
Kirk 1996). They accept the scientific evidence for an ancient and changing 
earth and accept the evidence for change in plant and animal species. 








> BEST OF THE WEB < 


CREATIONISM 


http://www.natcenscied.org/ 


Web site of the National Center for Science Education, an organization de- 
voted to defending the teaching of evolution in public schools. A good 
source for current events concerning the creation/evolution debate. 


http://www. talkorigins.org/ 


Fantastic site devoted to the creation/evolution debate. A great place to find 
specific and detailed responses to creationist claims. 


NOAH’S ARK 


http://www.talkorigins.org/origins/faqs-flood.html 

A wide range of evidence explaining why the biblical Flood was an im- 
possibility. 

http://www.talkorigins.org/faqs/faq-noahs-ark.html 


A Web page at the talkorigins site providing an enormously detailed enu- 
meration of the impossibility of the biblical Flood. 


CLAIMED CO-OCCURRENCE OF DINOSAUR AND HUMAN FOOTPRINTS 


http://members.aol.com/paluxy2/paluxy.htm 

The Web site of Glen J. Kuban, probably the most knowledgeable person 
concerning the actual dinosaur and misidentified giant human footprints at 
Paluxy. The claims of those few creationists who still maintain that the 
Paluxy “mantracks” are genuine are thoroughly debunked here. 
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THE SHROUD OF TURIN 


http://www.mcri.org/Shroud.html 


A brief, skeptical note regarding the shroud. Click on the link to the carbon 
14 graph to see how unlikely it is that recent contamination has contributed 
to its late-thirteenth-early-fourteenth-century radiocarbon date. 


http://humanist.net/skeptical/shroud.html 


Its name says it all. Discussion, links, and books that take a skeptical ap- 
proach to the shroud of Turin. 








> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISE < 


Using the deductive approach outlined in Chapter 2, how would you test 
these hypotheses? In each case, what archaeological and biological data 
must you find to conclude that the hypothetical statement is an accurate as- 
sertion, that it describes what actually happened in the ancient human past? 


© The world was all but destroyed in a cataclysmic flood about 5,000 
years ago. Only a small group of people and animals were saved. 

e Human beings and dinosaurs lived at the same time a relatively 
short time ago (within the past 6,000-10,000 years). 

e The Shroud of Turin was the actual burial shroud of Jesus Christ. 


Real Mysteries 
of a Veritable Past 


The past never ceases to surprise, fascinate, intrigue, and amaze people. 
Many are drawn to.it and revel in reconstructions of what happened and 
what it was like to live in the times that preceded our own. 

Perhaps it is this built-in interest that makes so many of us susceptible 
to frauds, myths, and supposed mysteries like those detailed in this book. 
Note that I have here repeated the book’s title but inserted the word sup- 
posed, since the mysteries of the Moundbuilders, Atlantis, ancient astronauts, 
and the rest have been shown to be not mysteries at all but simply confusion 
resulting from misinterpretation or misrepresentation of human antiquity. 

Eliminating the false “mysteries” does not, however, leave us with a 
dull or mundane human past. There are still plenty of mysteries and some 
enormously interesting, open questions about what has gone before. Four 
such examples of genuine mysteries of the past relate to the Paleolithic cave 
paintings of Europe, the development—and fall—of the Maya Indian civi- 
lization, the European Megalithic site of Stonehenge, and the identity of 
“Kennewick Man.” 


The Cave Painters of Europe 


Imagine this scene. In the dark, dim, and distant recesses of a cave’s narrow 
passageway, a flickering oil lamp smears dancing shadows on a flat rock 
wall. A young woman, tall and lithe, her muscular arms coated with a thin 
layer of grime and sweat, carefully places a dark slurry in her mouth. With 
one hand she picks up a hollow reed and holds it to her lips. She places her 
other hand, palm down on the rock face. Aiming the reed at the area around 
her hand, she begins puffing up her cheeks and blows, spraying a fine mist 
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Figure 12.1 A 20,000-year-old “signature” left by a Paleolithic artist; a negative hand- 
print produced by placing a hand flat on a cave wall and then blowing paint through a 
hollow reed all around the hand. From the cave of Peche-Merle in France. (© Musée 
de Homme) 


of pigment out of the end of the reed. Some of the paint thinly coats her 
hand, but much of it covers the cave wall immediately around the area hid- 
den by her palm and fingers. After a few puffs through the reed, she removes 
her hand from the cave wall and we see in our mind’s eye her remarkable 
artistic creation: a negative image of her own hand, a signature some 20,000 
years old calling out across time (Figure 12.1). 

By her side, a young man, tall and broad, with a deeply lined face be- 
lying his years, dips a frayed twig into a thick red paste. Using skills of ob- 
servation and artistry developed during his short life, he conjures up a 
vision held in a part of his memory as deep as where he now labors breath- 
lessly in the cave. 

The horse, wild and free, runs across his mind, her legs leaving the 
ground as she gallops in her desperate but doomed attempt to flee from the 
hunters. A deep, red gash on her belly where a stone-tipped spear pierced 
her hide leaks her life blood. Soon, he remembers, very soon she falls, and 
his comrades are upon her, thrusting their spears deep into her viscera. 
Then, at last, she is quiet and still. He shudders, thinking of her spirit now 
returned to the sky. Then he remembers the taste of her still warm flesh in 
his mouth. Her life lost, the life of his people maintained. It is the way of life 
and death in the world that he knows. 
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Figure 12.2 The so-called Chinese Horse from the cave of Lascaux in France. The 
anima! was depicted in full gallop by visitors to the cave 20,000 years ago. (© Art 
Resource, New York) 


Though long dead and no longer of this life but of another world, a 
world of stories and magic, the mare lives again in a creation of pigment, 
memory, awe, and sorcery. Once a creature of blood and bone, of sinew and 
muscle, she is now a creature of color and binder. No longer running across 
the ice-shrouded plains of western Europe, she now runs and bellows on a 
flat sheet of rock, straining against her fate and bleeding eternally in the 
deep recesses of a dark cave. In this incarnation she has lived for 20,000 
years, and in this life of pigment and memory and magic, she will live for- 
ever (Figure 12.2). 


Explaining the Cave Paintings 


The imagined scene just described took place more than 20,000 years ago in 
the period called the Upper Paleolithic of prehistoric Europe. The individu- 
als described are emblematic of the people who painted the fabulous and 
now famous depictions of their ancient and extinct world in the deep re- 
cesses of more than three hundred caves in western Europe (Conkey 1983). 

A veritable bestiary of ancient animals stands frozen in time on the 
walls of the caves of Lascaux, Altamira, Chauvet, Cosquer, and Niaux. Ren- 
dered in pigments of orange, yellow, red, and brown derived from iron ox- 
ides, along with black produced from manganese, many of these paintings 
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are astonishingly lifelike, displaying a realism unexpected among a people 
so ancient and supposedly so primitive (Chauvet, Deschamps, and Hillaire 
1996; Clottes and Courtin 1996; Ruspoli 1986; Saura Ramos 1998). 

There are horses and elk, woolly mammoths and wild cattle, rhinocer- 
oses and bison, all captured in exquisite detail by the ancient artists’ skill 
and talent. Often, the animals are not shown in simple, static poses but in 
fluid motion. A red horse flees from spears on the cave wall at Lascaux. Iwo 
woolly mammoths confront each other, locked in a dance for dominance, on 
a wall in the cave of Rouffignac. Two spears hang from a dying bison at Las- 
caux. Four stiff-maned horses graze on the wall at Chauvet; frozen in eter- 
nal stillness, they nervously probe for the scent of a predator. 

In some caves, there seems to be a clear relationship between the ani- 
mals depicted on the cave walls and the actual remains of animals killed 
and eaten by the people who lived at the same time. Small, nonaggressive 
animals such as reindeer and red deer were important in the diet of the cave 
painters and were depicted on cave walls in a frequency proportional to 
their economic importance (Rice and Paterson 1985, 1986). 

The ancient artists, however, did not depict only those animals that the 
archaeological record indicates were hunted for food. Bears, lions, and other 
carnivores also are rendered. These were often placed on walls far from the 
central parts of the caves, down long, sinuous, rock-strewn passageways. At 
Chauvet Cave in southeastern France, paintings of cave bears, cave lions, 
and an astonishing count of fifty rhinoceroses are among the perhaps more 
than three hundred images found there that also include wild horses, cattle, 
and elephants (Chauvet, Deschamps, and Hillaire 1996; Hughes 1995). 

And there is more. Animals were not the only objects commanding the 
attention of Paleolithic artists. Abstract designs, geometric patterns, human 
handprints, and mythical beasts also adorn the cave walls. Rarely, we even 
find depictions of the humans themselves. Intriguingly, such “self-portraits” 
are often vague and indistinct—quite unlike the realistic depictions of the 
animals with whom our ancestors shared their ancient world. 

In the cave paintings, as well as in the rest of what is called “Paleolithic 
art,” rests a mystery. What prompted our ancient ancestors to produce these 
works on the cave walls? Was it simply “art” done for the sake of beauty 
(Halverson 1987)? We can recognize the beauty in the work and today can 
appreciate it as art, but was that the intention of those who produced it (Con- 
key 1987)? 

Was there some more complex reason for painting the images on the 
cave walls beyond simply a “delight in appearance” (Halverson 1987:68)? 
Were the cave paintings of food animals sympathetic magic—an attempt to 
capture the spirit of animals and thereby assure their capture in the hunt 
(Breuil 1952)? Were the paintings the equivalent of our modern trophy 
heads—in effect, historically recording the successes of actual hunts (Eaton 
1978)? Were the paintings part of a symbolic system that revolved around 
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male and female imagery (Leroi-Gourhan 1968)? Or were the animal paint- 
ings part of a system of marking territory by different human groups during 
periods of environmental stress (Conkey 1980; Jochim 1983)? 

And how about the geometric designs—the dots, squares, wavy lines, 
and the rest? An intriguing suggestion has been made by researchers J. D. 
Lewis-Williams and T. A. Dowson (1988). They propose that these images 
are visual artifacts of the human nervous system during altered states of 
consciousness. These “visions” result from the structure of the optic system 
itself and are therefore universal. You can even see some of these visual pat- 
terns simply by rubbing your eyes. Perhaps through sleep deprivation, fast- 
ing, gazing for hours at a flickering fire, or even ingestion of hallucinogenic 
drugs, Upper Paleolithic shaman or priests induced these images in their 
own optic systems. They then translated these images to cave walls as part 
of religious rituals. 

Several prehistorians are focusing on the meaning of the cave art; see 
the book The Shamans of Prehistory: Trance and Magic in the Painted Caves, by 
Jean Clottes and David Lewis-Williams (1998), for a detailed and innovative 
analysis of the paintings. There are as yet no definitive answers; there may 
never be. In that sense, the art of the Paleolithic—though certainly recogniz- 
able as the work of ancient human beings and not attributable to refugees 
from Atlantis or extraterrestrial visitors—is a fascinating legacy of our past 
and can, indeed, be labeled an unsolved mystery of human antiquity. 


The Civilization of the Maya 


Chichén Itzá, Uxmal, Tikal, Copan, Sayil, Palenque—the names resound 
with mystery. These were all cities of the ancient Maya civilization that flour- 
ished more than ten centuriés ago in the lowlands of Guatemala, Honduras, 
El Salvador, Belize, and the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico. Archaeological re- 
search in the past few decades has brought to light some of the remarkable 
accomplishments of this indigenous American Indian civilization (Sabloft 
1989, 1994). 

The architectural achievements of the Maya match those of any of the 
world’s ancient cultures. The imposing, elliptical Pyramid of the Magician 
at Uxmal is a stunning piece of architecture and engineering (Figure 12.3). 
The eighty-eight room “Governor’s Palace” at Sayil, with its columned fa- 
cade and imposing stone staircase, is similarly impressive. The Temple of 
Inscriptions at Palenque, El Castillo at Chichén Itzá, and the Temple of the 
Jaguar at Tikal all provide mute testimony to the splendid architecture of 
the Maya world. 

Beyond their ability at construction, the Maya also developed their 
own hieroglyphic writing system and left a fascinating legacy of written 
work in the form of relief carvings, paintings, and books called codices. 
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Figure 12.3 The elliptical Pyramid of the Magician at the Maya site of Uxmal, located 
in the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico. Unlike Egyptian pyramids, Maya pyramids have 
steps leading to temples placed at their apexes. (K. L. Feder) 


Recent advances in translating the written language of the Maya have en- 
abled researchers to begin studying Maya history from a Maya perspective, 
much in the way we can study European history (Schele and Freidel 1990). 

The Maya were precise mathematicians and developed the concept of 
zero. They also were great astronomers and even built an observatory at 
Chichén Itzá (Figure 12.4). With their mathematical and astronomical ge- 
nius, the Maya developed a system of two calendars that together enabled 
them to chart time more accurately than we do with our standard calendar. 
In all ways the Maya were a remarkable people. 


Explaining the Maya 


Hypotheses of von Danikenesque extraterrestrials or harmonically converg- 
ing intergalactic agents are silly and superfluous for explaining the Maya. 
Though the story of the Maya is still being written, there is no great enigma 
or mystery to their origins or history. Maya roots can be traced back more 
than 2,800 years. Initially the Maya lived in small hamlets; by 2,300 years 
ago some settlements, including Nakbe, El Mirador, Lamanai, Cerros, and 
Tikal in the south and Dzibichalttn and Komchén in the north, had become 
larger with evidence of public architecture in the form of large stone plat- 
forms. Settlements like Cerros, located on a bay by the mouth of a river, be- 
came trading centers where raw obsidian and jade, as well as finely crafted 
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Figure 12.4 El Caracol, or the Observatory at Chichén Itzá. Along with being an im- 
pressive piece of architecture, the tower has a number of openings through which, it is 
thought, Maya astronomer priests observed the night sky. (K. L. Feder) 


goods from these raw materials, were concentrated, adding to the power of 
the developing elite class of people (Sabloff 1994). 

Some of these Maya villages evolved into true urban settlements as 
their populations increased. A highly productive agricultural system focus- 
ing on maize provided food for a growing population. A developing class of 
Maya leaders had the powér to command the construction of monuments 
like pyramids and temples. 

In many regions the Maya practiced slash-and-burn agriculture, cut- 
ting and burning forest land to produce fields that were abandoned after 
only a short period of use and allowed to grow over, to be used again after a 
period of dormancy. This is the primary agricultural technique used by the 
modern Maya. To this, as archaeologists have documented, the ancient Maya 
added a number of other, more intensive techniques, including terracing 
hillslopes, building raised fields in swampy areas (as indicated by radar 
imaging), planting kitchen gardens, and tree-cropping, the specialized use 
of tree crops in rainforests and within settlements (McKillop 1994; Turner 
and Harrison 1983). Of necessity, the Maya relied on anumber of techniques, 
both extensive and intensive, to feed the large and dense populations in their 
cities. 

The inception of what is called the Classic Maya civilization dates to 
A.D. 300. Copan, Caracol, Lamanai, Palenque, and Tikal, with their temples, 
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pyramids, and palaces, flowered at this time. By about 1,350 years ago Tikal, 
in Guatemala, had a resident population of at least 40,000 people and per- 
haps thousands more in the surrounding countryside. Segments of the pop- 
ulation at Tikal were devoted to the production of certain fine works of art 
or craft. Many of these products were included in elite Maya burials (like 
Pacal’s at Palenque, discussed in Chapter 9), reflecting the high status and 
great wealth of the upper classes. 

Though some cities in the southern lowland—Lamanai, for example— 
continued their regional dominance, after about A.D. 800 the great cities in 
the southern portion of the Maya realm stopped building temples and pyra- 
mids, and their populations declined dramatically. The geographical focus 
of the Maya shifted to the north and east where the great cities of Chichén 
Itzá and later Mayapan developed and thrived. 

When the Spanish invaded the Yucatan in the sixteenth century A.D., 
the Maya world was vastly different than it had been just a few centuries 
previously, reflecting a decentralized society and a scattered population. 
The construction of great monuments had all but ceased. 

Kantunil, Xocchel, Chapab, and Tahmek are not the names of ancient 
Maya cities but the names of modern Maya towns in the vicinities of some of 
the most spectacular of the ancient sites. The descendants of the inhabitants 
of the great cities still live in the tropical lowlands of Mesoamerica, but the 
contrast between their lives and those of their ancestors is extreme. Living 
in poverty, they no longer build pyramids or chart the movement of planets. 
The mystery of the Maya concerns how and why a great civilization devel- 
oped in tropical lowlands that today seem unable to support a great civiliza- 
tion, and how and why the ancient civilization that did develop there fell. 

One key factor in the rise and fall of the Maya may have been their 
farming practices. As stated, the Maya relied on a diverse mix of agricul- 
tural techniques to feed a substantial population in their tropical lowland 
habitat. However, one of their primary subsistence practices, slash-and-burn 
agriculture, requires an enormous amount of land (perhaps 20 acres for each 
family) and quickly depletes the soil of its nutrients, requiring a long rest or 
fallow period to allow the soil to regain its productivity. Attempts to obtain 
a greater yield from a plot of land—for example, by decreasing the fallow 
time—can seriously deplete the soil, thus actually lowering its overall pro- 
ductivity. Slash-and-burn may simply have been inadequate to feed the 
growing Maya population, and attempts to increase yields likely resulted in 
soil depletion and increased erosion. 

Adding other, more intensive agricultural techniques—terracing hill- 
slopes, building raised fields in swamps, planting kitchen gardens, and tree- 
cropping—helped feed more mouths. For example, by artificially mounding 
up fields in wetlands, the Maya were able to exploit rich floodplains previ- 
ously too wet to farm and to farm the same plots every year. At the Pull- 
trouser Swamp site in Belize, the Maya essentially reclaimed part of the 
swamp, building fields into the wetland, producing extremely rich agricul- 
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tural plots that could have yielded multiple crops each year (Turner and 
Harrison 1983). Unfortunately, however, even with intensive farming prac- 
tices evidenced at Pulltrouser Swamp and elsewhere, the Maya seem simply 
to have surpassed the ability of their land to provide enough food for their 
growing population. 

Ironically, as it was becoming increasingly difficult to feed their grow- 
ing population, the Maya simultaneously appear to have initiated a boom in 
temple and palace construction throughout the lowlands. The unfortunately 
timed combination of a growing crisis in subsistence and the demands of 
the elite for more and bigger monuments must have placed a tremendous 
burden on the common people of the Maya realm. Competition for farm- 
land and even for people (to build the monuments and produce food) seems 
to have resulted in warfare, for which there is growing evidence both in 
hieroglyphic inscriptions and in archaeologically recovered data. 

The fall of the Maya may be explained, at least in part, as a result of a 
subsistence system inadequate to meet the needs of a growing population, 
accompanying environmental degradation, and finally, bloody conflicts. No 
longer a mystery, the fall of the Maya is instead a challenging puzzle now 
being solved through anthropological research. 


Stonehenge 


In the summer of 1996 I made a pilgrimage, of sorts, returning as an adult to 
a place that had amazed and inspired me as a teenager. My wife, our two 
kids, and I spent two weeks in Great Britain, and we made it a point to make 
the trip from London to Stonehenge. 

My family and I were part of a gaggle of tourists from the United States 
and all over Europe as well’who were visiting the ancient monument that 
day. Reflecting the “world” culture that permeates much of the planet, we 
were all dressed pretty much alike; most of Stonehenge’s visitors were wear- 
ing sneakers, jeans, and T-shirts emblazoned with the logos of assorted rock 
bands, cartoon characters, and software companies. But there alone, amidst 
the Smashing Pumpkins and Beavis and Butthead shirts was a rather strik- 
ing looking individual, a woman dressed from head to toe in black. She had 
on black boots, loosely fitting black pants, a black shirt, and finally, she was 
enveloped in a long, rather dramatic, black velvet, hooded cape. 

She stood still in her solitude, and I watched as she, almost impercepti- 
bly, began to rock back and forth to some internal, inaudible rhythm, her 
eyes shut and her lips mouthing a silent mantra. I wondered, in a whisper to 
no one in particular, who she was. Someone answered: “Oh, she fancies her- 
self the reincarnation of a Druid princess.” Of course. It was a peculiar sight, 
indeed, but we were to see many peculiar sights on our trip. 

We visited other “stone circles.” Stonehenge is an extreme example 
of an ancient circle laid out in monumental stone sentinels, but there are 
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Figure 12.5 Even in ruin, Stonehenge is an evocative monument, reflecting the re- 
markable abilities of its ancient builders. (K. L. Feder) 


hundreds in Great Britain, so many, in fact, that there is an atlas /tourist 
guide of them (Burl 1995). In some we found people meditating in their 
geometric centers, hoping to focus the ancient and mysterious energy sup- 
posedly contained within them. At Avebury, a town encircled by an an- 
cient monument of standing stones, the shelves of the tourist shops were 
filled with healing crystals, pyramid pendants, and even dowsing rods 
(pairs of bent brass rods going for five pounds, about $7.50, each) for 
channeling the “ancient energies” ostensibly focused in the prehistoric 
monument. 

The ancient past of Great Britain has been invaded, or so it seems, by 
people espousing New Age beliefs. Seeking salvation and redemption in the 
fabric of antiquity, they congregate at the stone circles of Great Britain. In 
late June on the summer solstice they descend on Stonehenge to practice so- 
called ancient, pagan rites. Traditionally, a riot ensues as the local! police at- 
tempt to protect the site from the scores of ecstatic, sometimes naked, 
latter-day Druids who have, in the past, climbed the ancient stones of the 
monument. Too often, the modern, reconstructed Druids revert to the his- 
torical behavior of the people they base their worldview on and rain vio- 
lence down on the local constabulary. 

What is Stonehenge, really? Is it some great archaeological mystery? 
Does it vibrate with some ancient and mystical energy? My then 10-year-old 
son Josh found “awesome” to be the most appropriate word to describe 
Stonehenge—and who could argue with his use of that term? Awesome it is. 
About 4,900 years ago an otherwise simple farming people first excavated 
an almost perfectly circular ditch about 100 meters (300 feet) in diameter. At 
first, this is all that Stonehenge was. Then, 4,500 years ago, the Stonehenge 
people transported dozens of volcanic stones (called bluestones for their 
slightly blue hue) to Stonehenge from the Preseli Mountains in southwest 
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Figure 12.6 Depiction of an intact Stonehenge upon completion 4,000 years ago. 
Note the precision with which the enormous sarsens and trilithon uprights were con- 
nected to each other by their associated lintels. 


Wales, a distance of about 200 km (125 miles). Each of the bluestones 
weighed up to 4,000 kilograms (almost 9,000 pounds), and they were 
arranged in a double half-circle in the center of the circle demarcated by the 
ditch. Moving stones weighing more than 4 tons more than 100 miles and 
then erecting them was no mean feat for a people with no mechanical con- 
trivances or draught animals. But even this impressive, early incarnation of 
Stonehenge was a pale premonition of what it was to become. 

Barely a hundred years after building the bluestone semi-circle, major 
construction commenced on the Stonehenge we all recognize today. Begin- 
ning around 4,400 years ago, the builders of Stonehenge began shaping and 
transporting thirty upright arsen stones from Avebury in the north, a dis- 
tance of about 30 km (18 miles). The sarsens dwarf the bluestones and are 
hard as iron; each was over 3 meters (10 feet) tall and weighed an astonish- 
ing 25,000 kilograms (55,000 pounds). The thirty sarsens were erected in a 
circle within and concentric with the older ditch, 30 meters (100 feet) across 
(Figure 12.5; Ruggles 1996). 

Thirty lintels, each weighing about 5,500 kilograms (6 tons), were 
perched in a continuous ring atop the sarsens. Each lintel was connected to 
two adjacent sarsens using mortise and tenon joinery. The tops of the sarsens 
were shaped to produce two nobs (tenons), and two hollows (mortises) were 
sculpted on the bottom of each lintel. Further, each lintel was shaped pre- 
cisely, curved on the exterior and interior to match the arc of the circle of the 
sarsens. What resulted was a smooth circle of stones, precisely positioned 
and joined together. “Awesome” truly is the only word to describe it (Figure 
12.6), and there is more. 

Five sets of three stones known as the trilithons were erected within the 
sarsen circle. Arranged in a giant horseshoe shape, the trilithon uprights 
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Figure 12.7 Four examples 
of the Megalithic monu- 
ments of Great Britain: the 
Swinside (above) and Castle- 
rigg (bottom right) stone cir- 
cles located in England; 
Long Meg, a huge upright 
stone (near right) also lo- 
cated in England; and the 
Stones of Stenness (upper 
right) in the Orkney Islands, 
Scotland. Swinside consists 
of more than fifty stones 
and Castlerigg has thirty- 
eight stones, set in circles 
nearly 100 feet across. Long 
Meg is part of an enormous 
set of originally about seventy 
stones called “her daughters.” 
The tallest of the Stenness 
stones looms more than 30 
feet above the surrounding 
surface. (K. L. Feder) 





were the largest stones erected by the builders of Stonehenge. Each trilithon 
upright stands about 8 meters (24 feet) above the surface, with an additional 
2 meters (6 feet) of stone buried in the chalky ground underlying the monu- 
ment. The largest of the trilithon uprights weighs 45,000 kilograms (50 tons), 
and the associated lintel weighs 9,000 kilograms (10 tons); and remember, 
each of these 10-ton blocks had to be raised up to the top of its 24-foot-high 
trilithon upright pair (for the facts and figures behind Stonehenge see Chip- 
pindale 1983, and Wernick et al. 1973). 

Other concentric rings of smaller stones were at one time contained 
within the sarsen circle. Other uprights were placed outside the sarsens, in- 
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cluding the so-called heel stone—a 73,000-kilogram (80-ton) stone located 
about 80 meters (240 feet) northeast of the center of the sarsen circle. 


Explaining Stonehenge 


Stonehenge has justifiably generated a prodigious amount of interest. How 
did an ancient and presumably simple farming people construct the monu- 
ment? How did they quarry the stones? How did they move them? How could 
they have planned and designed the monument? How did they erect the 
huge stones? And finally, perhaps the greatest mystery, why did they do it? 

Some of the mystery of Stonehenge is a result of our own temporal 
chauvinism. We find it hard to conceive of ancient people as being inven- 
tive, ingenious, or clever. Certainly, it took ingenuity and not just a little hard 
work to produce Stonehenge and the thousands of other large stone or Mega- 
lithic monuments that are found in Europe (Figure 12.7). If we can leave our 
temporal biases behind, we can clearly see that the archaeological record of 
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Figure 12.8 Artist's conception of the raising of the lintels at Stonehenge. Through 
construction of a series of wooden platforms, the heavy stone lintels could have been 
levered up to their places atop the sarsens and trilithons. (From C. Chippindale, Stone- 
henge Complete, London: Routledge) 


the human past shows that people, including those from 5,000 years ago, are 
capable of ingenuity and hard work. We need not fall back on lost continents 
or ancient astronauts to explain the accomplishments of the Megalith 
builders or any other ancient human group. 

How was Stonehenge built? The stone likely was quarried by taking 
advantage of natural breaks in the bedrock and using fire, cold water, and 
persistent hammering to split the stones into the desired shapes. The stones 
could have been moved on wooden sledges pulled by rope, perhaps using 
log rollers to quicken the pace. In a recent broadcast of the science series 
Nova (Page and Cort 1997), replicative experiments were conducted in an at- 
tempt to discover how Stonehenge might have been built. Two parallel sets 
of squared-off log beams were placed in the ground, producing a wooden 
track. An upright trilithon-sized cement block weighing 50 tons was at- 
tached to a wooden sled that fit onto the long trackway. The crew of fewer 
than two hundred volunteers certainly pulled some muscles and worked up 
a sweat, but once the trackway was greased, they were able to move the 
enormously heavy replica relatively easily. 

The upright stones were likely erected using levers, and the lintels 
raised by a combination of levering and the construction of wooden staging 
around the uprights (Figure 12.8). The accomplishment was—and is—truly 
remarkable, but certainly was within the capabilities of a large number of 
dedicated people working diligently toward a desired goal. 
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Figure 12.9 An enormous, 
beautiful, and elaborate 
pattern made by flattening 

a crop in a cornfield in Wilt- 
shire, England, in July 1990. 
As the “crop circles” became 
more intricate through time, it 
became increasingly obvious 
to many that they were the 
result of pranksters (some of 
whom later confessed) and 
not extraterrestrial aliens. 
(Fortean Picture Library) 
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That leaves unanswered the question of why the enormous task of 
Stonehenge’s construction was undertaken, and numerous suggestions have 
been made (Chippindale 1983). 


Circular Reasoning About Stonehenge 


Among the more bizarre hypotheses proposed for Stonehenge is one that 
explains its appearance as a Neolithic artistic representation of a crop circle. 
The modern crop circle phenomenon peaked in the 1980s and was centered 
in England, though circles and myriad other, sometimes quite beautiful and 
complex patterns of flattened wheat and other crops were reported for Canada, 
the United States, Australia, and elsewhere (Figure 12.9; see Jim Schnabel’s 
1994 book, Round in Circles, for an in-depth look at the phenomenon). 

The mysterious patterns of flattened crops were ascribed to whirl- 
winds, little understood earth energy vortexes, and even the mating patterns 
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of oversexed hedgehogs. A favorite explanation of the circle watchers con- 
cerned UFOs; they believed that extraterrestrial spacecraft hovering over 
wheat fields induced the patterns through energy emanations from beneath 
the spacecraft. Because Stonehenge was built in a pattern of concentric cir- 
cles, some of the crop circle afficionados saw a connection and suggested 
that ancient British farmers found crop circles in their own fields, realized 
they were caused by mysterious floating objects, and then proceeded to 
replicate the phenomenon in stone by constructing Stonehenge and other 
circular Megalithic monuments. 

There were more than a few problems with this explanation. It quickly 
became obvious that the circles were not the product of an extraterrestrial 
version of “prop-wash.” Throughout the 1980s, the patterns became increas- 
ingly complex and playful; alongside one particularly interesting design 
was a message produced in flattened wheat reading “We Are Not Alone.” 
When two locals, Dave Chorley and Doug Bower, confessed to the hoax in 
September 1991, the circle phenomenon petered out at least for a while. 
Chorley and Bower showed how they had produced the circles, always stay- 
ing one step ahead of those who sought to explain them. They made their 
first circles with a steel bar that Bower used to secure the door to his picture 
framing shop. They hauled the bar out into a field in the middle of the night, 
set one end of the bar into the ground, and then by swinging the bar around 
that end they flattened a circular path whose radius was the length of the 
bar, in the wheat (or whatever the crop). Next, they moved out to the edge 
of the circle, following its circumference and using the bar to flatten an addi- 
tional ring around the original circle. Continuing this process, Chorley and 
Bower estimated that they could flatten a 30-foot diameter circle in about 
thirty minutes (Schnabel 1994:268). 

Later, they used an approach that employed 4-foot wooden planks. 
They threaded rope through the ends of the boards. Holding onto the ropes 
with both hands, they then balanced one foot on the board and, while ap- 
plying a bit of pressure by pulling on the board, simply walked over the 
crop, leaving flattened patterns in their wake. For a time, they even used 
a sighting device attached to a baseball cap to ensure that their lines were 
straight, their circles round, and their other patterns geometrically accurate. 

The biggest blow to those who hypothesized that the entire phenome- 
non was related to UFOs or mysterious earth energies occurred when Chor- 
ley and Bower, in cahoots with a television producer, secretly made a 
flattened crop pattern in front of television cameras. A number of crop circle 
experts, unaware of the conspiracy, were invited to examine the circle. They 
declared it genuine, beyond the capabilities of any mere human hoaxster. 
Needless to say, their credibility, along with the credibility of their esoteric 
explanations for the crop patterns, suffered tremendously. It seems that we 
can safely rule out crop circles as an explanation for Stonehenge. 
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An Ancient Astronomy? 


Perhaps the most interesting theory proposed to explain Stonehenge has 
been that of the astronomer Gerald Hawkins (1965), who proposed that 
stonehenge was, in effect, an astronomical computer designed to keep track 
of the sun’s position on the horizon at sunrise and sunset, as well as the 
moons position on the horizon at “moonrise” and “moonset.” He went on 
to suggest that Stonehenge was even used as an eclipse predictor. 

In essence, Hawkins sees Stonehenge as an enormous sighting device. 
From the center, one’s view of the surrounding horizon is limited; one is not 
afforded a 360-degree vista, since much of the horizon is blocked by sarsens 
or trilithons. Hawkins hypothesizes (and tests his hypothesis, using a com- 
puter to check all of the possible horizon sighting points) that those points on 
the horizon that one can see from the center of Stonehenge and that appear 
to be marked by additional stones outside of the sarsen circle are all significant 
astronomically. Most obvious is the sighting from the center of Stonehenge 
to the northeast. Hawkins relates this orientation to the rising of the sun. 

The sun does not “rise in the east and set in the west” as many think. 
In fact, the sun’s position on the horizon at sunrise and sunset moves slightly 
from day to day during the course of a year. In the Northern Hemisphere, 
the sun’s position at sunrise moves a little bit north along the horizon each 
day in the spring until it reaches its northernmost point on the first day of 
summer—the specific azimuth or angle differs depending on one’s latitude. 

After its northernmost rising, the sun appears to rise a little farther 
south each day. On the first day of fall, the autumnal equinox, it rises due east. 
It then continues to rise farther south until it rises at its southernmost posi- 
tion on the first day of winter, the winter solstice. The sun then appears to 
change direction and rise a little farther north each day, rising due east again 
on the first day of spring, the vernal equinox. Continuing its apparent motion 
north, it again reaches its northernmost rising point exactly one year since it 
previously rose in that spot. 

At any given location in the Northern Hemisphere, the sun rises at its 
farthest northern point on the horizon on the longest day of the year, the 
summer solstice. For the latitude of Stonehenge, the compass direction of that 
farthest northern point is 51 degrees (remember, of course, that north is lo- 
cated at zero degrees and due east would be 90 degrees). Standing in the 
center of Stonehenge, the compass direction of the heelstone is that very 
same 51 degrees. In other words, upon sunrise on the summer solstice at the 
precise latitude of Stonehenge, one can look toward the compass direction 
of 51 degrees and see the sun rise directly over the heelstone. 

Is this coincidental? As long ago as the early eighteenth century, Stone- 
henge investigator William Stukeley recognized the orientation of Stone- 
henge toward the summer sunrise. Hawkins maintains that this orientation 
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of Stonehenge is no coincidence and that many of the possible solar and 
lunar sighting points at Stonehenge relate to significant points like the sun- 
rise at the solstice. 

Hawkins proposed that Stonehenge began as a simple, though large- 
scale, calendar for keeping track of the seasons—a valuable thing for people 
dependent on farming for their subsistence—and evolved over some 2,000 
years into the impressive monument we see today. Others, however, have 
questioned Hawkins, particularly in his more extreme and speculative 
claims concerning eclipse prediction (Atkinson 1966). 


Why Was Stonehenge Built? 


Most writers about Stonehenge recognize that there is no great mystery sur- 
rounding how the monument was built. We have a pretty good idea of how 
the Megalith builders moved the stones, how they shaped them, how they 
erected the uprights, and even how they raised the lintels to the top of the 
sarsens and trilithons. But why did the builders of Stonehenge go to such an 
incredible amount of trouble? To many writers, this is the great unsolved 
mystery of Stonehenge. 

The construction of Stonehenge is no mystery at all, however, if we but 
look at ourselves. As human beings we revel in the construction of great 
public edifices. The builders of Stonehenge were no different. Generation 
after generation, they contributed to a monument whose destiny lay deep in 
a distant future. There is no mystery in that but only surprise born of an in- 
tellectual and temporal conceit on our part. We look back four or five thou- 
sand years and see nothing but primitive and alien strangers—this is our 
fundamental mistake—and from this we contrive a mystery. When we look 
back at the builders of Stonehenge and the painters of Paleolithic master- 
pieces and the creators of the civilization of the Maya, what is it that sur- 
prises us? Their familiarity! We recognize ourselves in the care, effort, time, 
and skill reflected in these ancient accompiishments. 

We continue to be awed by the monument today, even building re- 
plicas—from the reverential full-size model in poured concrete located in 
Maryhill, Washington, about a hundred miles east of Portland, Oregon, to 
the hilarious Carhenge in Alliance, Nebraska, a model faithful to the appear- 
ance of the real ruin, except that instead of being constructed of large stone 
monoliths, it is made entirely of old automobiles! 

Stonehenge is a great cathedral, a colosseum, an impressive temple, a 
skyscraper. It is a reflection of what humans are capable of. It is a manifesta- 
tion of our unique understanding that though we are individually ephemeral, 
our works can be eternal. In this, the builders of Stonehenge were remark- 
ably successful. Stonehenge commands our attention. Millions of tourists, 
scholars, myth-makers, and fools alike are drawn to this monument. The 
builders of Stonehenge have attained that which they could have secured in 
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no other way—they have achieved immortality. There is no mystery to this 
quest, only a remarkable continuity between the past and present. 


Kennewick Chronicles 


The mystery lies as much in why a handful of human bones has generated 
so much acrimony, debate, and litigation as it does in the question of what 
the bones of this long-dead person mean. We do not know his name, and yet 
different groups assert that they know who he was. He has no known ge- 
nealogy, yet various people claim to be his descendants. He left no last will 
and testament, but some assert that they are his heirs. To the best of our 
knowledge, he provided no instructions as to how his body was to be treated 
upon death, but various factions today wish to speak for him on this very 
point. To the Umatilla, Yakama, Confederated Tribes of Colville, Nez Perce, 
and the Wanapum Tribe of the Columbia River valley of Washington State, 
he is simply the “Ancient One.” To members of the Asatru Folk Assembly, a 
group of latter-day Vikings, his remains belong to their ancient ancestor, a 
brave Norse explorer of the New World, dating to long before the voyages 
of Christopher Columbus or even those of the tenth-century A.D. Norseman 
Leif Eiriksson (see Chapter 6). To scientists, both archaeologists and biologi- 
cal anthropologists, the bones of the individual they call “Kennewick Man” 
present a nearly unprecedented opportunity to peer closely at the remains 
of an early human inhabitant of the New World. 

Though we can never know his name, his initial scientific study has al- 
lowed for a detailed postmortem (the description of the skeletal remains 
that follows comes from Powell and Rose 1999). He—and careful analysis of 
his bones provides a high degree of certainty that he was a male—lived a 
long and not uneventful lifes He could never have conceived, however, the 
debate that his bones would generate 9,000 years after he breathed his last 
breath. 

One of the central controversies about Kennewick Man resulted from 
the preliminary determination that his skull shape more closely resembled 
that of a European than an Indian (Figure 12.10). Scientific orthodoxy main- 
tains that, until the coming of the Norse in the tenth century A.D., only the 
ancestors of modern Native Americans inhabited the New World (see Chap- 
ter 5). So, it seemed a mysterious and exciting contradiction of that ortho- 
doxy that an individual, possibly of European descent, had left his remains 
in northwestern North America nine millennia before the present. Prelimi- 
nary determinations, however, are just that; and a far more thorough and 
detailed investigation looking at more than just general head shape and 
based on an extensive set of precise measurements led to a very different 
conclusion (Powell and Rose 1999). Though clearly he did not look precisely 
like a modern Native American, his skeletal remains—like those of modern 


310 Real Mysteries of a Veritable Past 


Figure 12.10 An artist's 
conception of the face of 
Kennewick Man based on a 
detailed analysis of his cra- 
nial anatomy. Perhaps be- 
cause of its lack of hair, this 
version of the Ancient One 
bears a striking resemblance 
to Patrick Stewart, the actor 
best know for his portrayal of 
Jean-Luc Picard, the captain 
of the Enterprise in the televi- 
sion series Star Trek: Next 
Generation. (© AP/Wide 
World Photo) 





Indians—definitely resemble those of Asian people, especially the Chukchi 
Eskimos of Siberia, the Ainu of Japan, and native people of Southeast Asia. 
Clearly, he was not a European, that mystery has now been put to rest. A de- 
tailed analysis of his cranium, in fact, shows affinities with skulls of Native 
Americans from the American Midwest dating to several thousand years ago. 

Beyond his ethnicity, we know a bit about his life. He appears to have 
been between forty-five and fifty years old when he died. At about 5 feet 9 
inches, he was physically powerful; his bones bear unmistakable marks of 
extensive use, looking like those of a modern weight lifter or construction 
worker. Also, he was a quite healthy individual; his bones show scant evi- 
dence of illness (other than a little bit of arthritis), and there is no hint of nu- 
tritional deficiency. However, his bones also tell the story of a devastating 
physical trauma sometime between his fifteenth and twentieth year. In what 
may have been a single, terrible incident, his right forearm was broken; he 
cracked at least a couple of the ribs on the right side of his body; and, cer- 
tainly most traumatic of all, he was stabbed by a stone-tipped spear that en- 
tered from behind, passing through his right buttock and lodging in the 
innominate (the flat blade of bone) of the right side of his pelvis. The spear- 
point sliced into his pelvic bone before it was fully developed and actually 
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affected its growth. By reference to standard human developmental patterns, 
his pelvis was clearly that of a teenager when it sustained the wound. Be- 
cause other indicators of the skeleton show that he lived to be at least forty- 
five, we know this severe wound did not kill him. In fact, he lived for about 
thirty years after the injuries and, based on the location of the wounds and 
the degree of healing, he likely suffered no permanent disabilities. His right 
arm healed completely, his ribs fused as best they could, and the pierced 
bone of his pelvis mended itself. The spearpoint remained in his body, heal- 
ing bone growing around it, from the time the wound was inflicted until his 
death—and even beyond. In fact, it remains there still, 9,000 years after his 
life ended. 

His remains came to light in June 1996 when a young man wading 
along the banks of the Columbia River in Kennewick, Washington, picked 
up what he thought was a rock in the mud beneath his feet. That rock turned 
out to be a human skull. The river bank initially was declared a crime scene 
until it became apparent that the skull and other human bones subsequently 
found in the same spot were not of recent vintage. Although the body was 
misidentified in a preliminary analysis as that of a nineteenth-century Euro- 
pean settler, the style.of the spearpoint embedded in the hip bone indicated 
far greater antiquity. Though only parts of the spear were visible even in 
x ray, its general shape was similar to that of stone weapons dating in the 
area to more than 7,000 years ago. When a small bone sample was removed 
for radiocarbon dating, for the first time the true magnitude of the skele- 
ton’s age came to be fully appreciated; the bone was dated to between 8,340 
and 9,200 years ago. 

From that point in time, as mentioned, a number of different groups 
with varying agendas and motives came forward to claim, if not ownership, 
at least stewardship of his remains. Some Native American groups in Wash- 
ington State expressed a desire to reconsecrate the bones of the Ancient One 
to the earth, where he had been placed by those who likely knew and loved 
him nine millennia ago. They view him as an ancestor whose grave has been 
plundered and want no part of additional scientific analysis. Scientists, on 
the other hand, have asked to be allowed to study his remains, to learn what 
they can of his life and times from the story that has been coded into the 
bones he left behind. Scientists view him as an exceptionally important 
source of information whose reburial would be a tragic loss to our scientific 
understanding of the early settlement of America. 

Unfortunately, these divergent desires have led to litigation and hard 
feelings on both sides. Further analysis was carried out by the federal gov- 
ernment over the objection of the Native American groups claiming descent 
(the detailed description presented above is based on the results of that 
analysis). Additional radiocarbon dates confirmed the original determina- 
tion of the skeleton’s age. Unfortunately, there was no intact DNA left in 
the bone and, therefore, no direct biological genealogy could be drawn. 
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However, on the basis of archaeology, ethnographic evidence of Indian tribes 
living in the region, and the oral traditions of those tribes concerning their 
tenure in the area, the government has decreed that the bones are covered 
by a federal law called the Native American Graves Protection and Repatri- 
ation Act (http://www.cr.nps.gov /aad /kennewick/babb_letter.htm). As 
such, the government has instructed, any decision concerning their disposi- 
tion should be made by the native people who are, directly or indirectly, de- 
scendants of the Ancient One. These claimants intend to rebury the bones. 
Scientists hoping to further study Kennewick Man’s bones have filed a law- 
suit to prevent this, arguing that their freedom to pursue research in a man- 
ner respectful of the person who was Kennewick Man should not be denied. 
There the matter stands as this is being written (April 2001). 

Anthropologist and Choctaw Indian Dorothy Lippert has walked in 
both worlds as a Native American who also is a scientist. She has seen the 
often-callous disregard with which some scientists have treated the physical 
remains of beloved ancestors, and she has been appalled and angered. But 
she also is troubled by the ironic loss of information that would be valuable 
especially to the modern descendants who might wish reflexively to return 
the bones of their ancestors to the earth. Lippert (1997:126) phrases it beaut- 
fully when she argues that “For many of our ancestors, skeletal analysis is 
one of the only ways that they are able to tell us their stories.” As she main- 
tains, these ancestors can teach us all if only we listen to their “voice made 
of bone.” Let us all hope that, some day, we can all listen to this voice and 
that the Ancient One will continue to tell us about the life he lived more than 
9,000 years ago. For additional information about the many issues concern- 
ing Kennewick Man, read David Hurst Thomas’s (2000) Skull Wars and 
Roger Downey’s (2000) Riddle of the Bones. For Web sites, see the list at the 
end of the chapter. 


Conclusion: A Past We Deserve 


Obviously, the past no longer exists. It is gone, whether we are contemplat- 
ing human evolution, the earliest settlement of the Americas, the origins of 
civilization, the veracity of biblical stories, or any of the past times and 
events discussed in this book. In this sense, scientists and nonscientists alike 
are forced always to invent or construct an image of the past in the present. 
As scientists, of course, we do so in the hope that our constructs reflect the 
way things really were. 

We believe we can construct a past that is veritable, that is accurate in 
terms of actual past events, because the past has left its mark in the present. 
But the data of antiquity are often vague, ambiguous, and difficult to inter- 
pret. Therefore, many different possible pasts can be constructed. All scien- 
tists, in whatever the field, who consider the past history of the universe, the 
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planet, life, or humanity recognize this. The message of this book has been 
that, although there are many different possibilities, not all of these con- 
structed pasts—not all of the possibilities—are equally plausible. 

Ultimately, then, we get the past we deserve. In every generation, 
thinkers, writers, scholars, charlatans, and kooks (these are not necessarily 
mutually exclusive categories) attempt to cast the past in an image either 
they or the public desire or find comforting. Biblical giants—some, appar- 
ently, walking their pet dinosaurs—large-brained, ape-jawed ancestors, lost 
tribes, lost continents, mysterious races, ancient astronauts, and intergalac- 
tic Maya have all been a part of their concocted fantasies. 

But I believe, and have tried to show in this book, that we deserve bet- 
ter—and we can do better. We deserve a veritable past, a real past con- 
structed from the sturdy fabric of geology, paleontology, archaeology, and 
history, woven on the loom of science. We deserve better and can do better 
than weave a past from the whole cloth of fantasy and fiction. I hope I have 
shown in this book that the veritable past is every bit as interesting as those 
pasts constructed by the fantasy weavers of frauds, myths, and mysteries. 








> FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS < 


1. How could ancient people have been so advanced as to have built places like 
Stonehenge and the cities of the Maya? 


Based on the size and shape of the brain, human beings have had the 
same essential intellectual capacity for the last 100,000 years or so. Cultures 
all over the world and at various times have developed remarkable civiliza- 
tions. Though twentieth-century Western culture is the most sophisticated 
technological civilization the world has seen, we are no smarter than the an- 
cient people of the Salisbury-Plain or the tropical lowlands of Mesoamerica. 
It really should be no surprise that human beings of long ago developed 
technologically impressive cultures. 


2. How can archaeologists know who Kennewick Man—the Ancient One—was? 


Forensic anthropologists focus on the identification of individuals from 
their skeletal remains. Males and females are different on the inside as well 
as on the outside, and forensic anthropologists are expert at recognizing the 
features that distinguish the male skeleton from the female. Our bones go 
through a regular sequence of developmental changes during our growth, 
and then they follow a fairly predictable sequence of aging. By looking for 
developmental timeposts on the teeth and bones and by looking for the 
known pattern of aging on those same bones, forensic anthropologists can 
determine an individual’s age of death quite accurately. Minor variations in 
human skeletons are geographically patterned. This patterning sometimes 
allows forensic anthropologists to trace a skeleton to a general geographic 
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location. Finally, the human skeleton is a book upon which some of the 
experiences of an individual are written. Trauma, disease, and nutrition 
leave permanent marks on the skeleton; these tracings can be read by foren- 
sic anthropologists. 


3. When the questions raised about the cave painters of Europe, the Maya, 
Stonehenge, and Kennewick Man are answered, does archaeology run out 
of mysteries? 

Of course not. Human antiquity is a dynamic field of study. We learn 
more about the history of our species every day. As old questions are an- 
swered, new ones are raised: What is the significance of the recently recov- 
ered Neandertal mitochondrial DNA? What is the meaning of newly 
discovered evidence of widespread warfare and cannibalism in the Ameri- 
can Southwest? How far back can we trace the first Native Americans—and 
how did they come to the New World? There will always be questions, there 
will always be mysteries. With the use of new methods of analysis and the 
application of new perspectives, we will continue our largely successful at- 
tempt to answer and solve them. 








> BEST OF THE WEB < 


CAVE PAINTERS 


http://www.culture.gouv.fr/culture/arcnat/chauvet/en/index.html 

Official Web page of the French Ministry of Culture focusing on Chauvet 
Cave. The site includes a photo album, map, history, and links to Web sites 
devoted to other Upper Paleolithic painted caves. 
http://www.culture.fr/culture/arcnat/lascaux/en/ 


Splendid Web site devoted to Lascaux cave. Take a virtual walk through the 
cave and gaze upon most of the major works of art. 


MAYA 


http://www.d.umn.edu/cla/faculty/troufs/anth3618/mamaya.html 

Web site with many links to Web pages that discuss the culture of the Maya 
people, both ancient and modern. 

http://www.halfmoon.org/ 

Wide range of material related to the Maya. 


http://www.civilization.ca/membrs/civiliz/maya/mmc01 eng.html 


Site that accompanies the IMAX film, Mysteries of the Maya. Lots of back- 
ground about Maya culture. 
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STONEHENGE/STONECIRCLES 


http://www.stonepages.com/home.html 


If you want a virtual visit to almost any Megalithic site in England, Scot- 
land, Ireland, Wales, France, or Italy, go to this Web site. Lots of photographs 
and detailed information. 


http://easyweb.easynet.co.uk/~aburnham/eng/index.htm 


A photo guide to the Megalithic monuments of England. May be the best 
place on the Web for photographs of Megalithic sites, aerial shots, and even 
audio tours. 


KENNEWICK 


http://www.cr.nps.gov/aad/kennewick/ 


U.S. Department of the Interior official Web site devoted to federally man- 
dated research related to the Kennewick remains. 


http://www.kennewick-man.com/ 


Web site produced by the Tri-City Herald newspaper that includes every arti- 
cle it has published on Kennewick Man/The Ancient One from the an- 
nouncement of the initial discovery of what was presumed to be a white 
settler’s remains to the most recent news concerning the government’s deci- 
sion to repatriate the bones to local Native Americans. 








> CRITICAL THINKING EXERCISE < 


Using the deductive approach outlined in Chapter 2, how would you test 
these hypotheses? In each case, what archaeological and biological data 
must you find to conclude that the hypothetical statement is an accurate as- 
sertion, that it describes what actually happened in the ancient human past? 


e Kennewick Man was an ancient Norse explorer of the New World. 

e The cave paintings of the Upper Paleolithic in Europe served a 
magical function. Rendering the animals on cave walls represented 
a spiritual “capturing” of food animals that the ancient artists 
hoped literally to capture in the hunt. 

¢ The collapse of the ancient Maya civilization was caused by an in- 
vasion of outsiders from the Valley of Mexico. 

e The function of Stonehenge was as a giant solar calendar. 
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A Video Companion Guide 


The purpose of this video companion guide is twofold: (1) to direct the indi- 
vidual reader to helpful supplementary and complementary video treat- 
ments of the topics covered in each of the chapters of this book and (2) to 
assist the professor who is looking for audiovisual material to accompany 
this book in a university course. Of course, I fully realize that at around 
twenty dollars apiece, the average reader is not going to spring for all of the 
suggested videos, but university libraries, media centers, or anthropology 
departments might elect to obtain some of them for classroom use. I have at- 
tempted in each case to indicate where these videos are available as of the 
preparation of this new edition (April 2001). If you are thinking of buy- 
ing one or more, you also might want to check Amazon.com (http://www. 
amazon.com) for somewhat better prices. 


Chapter 1 


It is instructive to place archaeological frauds, myths, and mysteries into a 
broader context by examining the popular pseudoscience that plagues other 
fields. Certainly, there are plenty of television documentaries that investigate 
topics like UFOs, ESP, and the like by applying a nonskeptical perspective. 
Fortunately, the PBS science series Nova has addressed this problem by pro- 
ducing a number of its own documentaries that present a more scientific 
treatment of such issues. Two of the best of these are The Bermuda Triangle: 
Uncovering the Mystery of a Watery Graveyard and The Beast of Loch Ness. Both 
are wonderful archetypes of how scientists approach mysteries with minds 
open, but always demanding of objective evidence and proof. These videos 
are available at http://www.pbs.org/webh/shop /novavidhom08unex.html. 
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Chapter 2 


It is difficult to find a video that conveys the essence of the scientific method 
in an interesting way. One good choice is the presentation Secrets of the Psy- 
chics, a 1993 Nova broadcast. This documentary looks at the ways in which 
science can assess claims that fall outside of the mainstream. Magician and 
skeptic James Randi, armed with Occam’s razor, takes center stage in this 
broadcast. It is entertaining at the same time that it is highly instructive in 
showing how easily we all can be fooled when we abandon a scientific, skep- 
tical approach in the analysis of any phenomenon. Spoon bending, psychic 
surgery, the health benefits of “charged water,” astrology, and many other 
topics are investigated. This video is available at the PBS Web site: 
http://www.pbs.org/webh/shop/novavidhom08unex.html#psychics. 


Chapter 3 


In 1999, the History Channel’s In Search of History documentary series aired 
a weeklong set of shows focusing on great historical hoaxes. One of the five 
episodes presented the story of the Cardiff Giant (In Search of History: The 
Cardiff Giant). It is very well done and works well as a supplement to my 
treatment of the hoax here (and yes, you will see the author of this book 
interviewed throughout the show). It is available online at http://www. 
getpaidguides.com/aandestore.html. Search the History Channel’s line at 
this Web page under “Cardiff Giant.” 


Chapter 4 


The History Channel series mentioned above included a show focusing on 
the Piltdown Man hoax (In Search of History: Hoax of the Ages, Piltdown Man). 
It was another excellent production and again serves well as a companion to 
the discussion of Piltdown presented in this book. It too is available 
at http://www.getpaidguides.com/aandestore.html. Search the History 
Channel’s line at this Web page under “Piltdown Man.” 


Chapter 5 


Unfortunately, no widely available documentaries on the initial human set- 
tlement of the New World have been produced in the last few years. One of 
the best still available is Search for the First Americans, produced as an install- 
ment of Nova in 1992. Of course, on a topic as fluid as the question of the 
first Americans, a documentary produced so long ago is guaranteed to be 
dated. Nevertheless, this video is a good start; it no longer appears to be on 
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sale, but is available in many campus media libraries. A more recent video | 
highly recommend is Mystery of the First Americans (http: // www.pbs.org/ 
webh/shop/novavidedudédetect.html#WG2705). While focusing on the 
Kennewick Man controversy, it provides valuable context from the field of 
biological anthropology on the subject of the initial peopling of the New 
World. 


Chapter 6 


To learn more about the ancient Norse and their peripatetic ways, the 
video titled Vikings in America broadcast by PBS as part of its Nova science 
series is an excellent source of information. Focusing on historical and 
archaeological evidence confirming the Norse exploration and settlement of 
the New World five centuries before Columbus, the tape is available at 
http: //www.pbs.org/webh/shop/novavidedul0cult.html#WG958. 


Chapter 7 


A wonderful video that details the work of archaeologists at Cahokia is ti- 
tled Cahokia Mounds—Ancient Metropolis. Available through the online store 
at the Cahokia Mounds Web site (http: //medicine.wustl.edu /~mckinney/ 
cahokia/video.html), the tape focuses on a reconstruction of life at Cahokia 
during its peak. 


Chapter 8 


The Horizon science series on the BBC is the long-standing equivalent of 
Nova on PBS. In 1999, Horizon produced a two-part series on the Lost Conti- 
nent of Atlantis. The two episodes were titled Atlantis Uncovered and Atlantis 
Reborn. The shows were extremely well produced and meticulously re- 
searched and provide a marvelous complement to the Atlantis chapter in 
this book. In my chapter, I emphasize the early historical context of Plato’s 
tale. The Horizon productions focus to a greater degree on the use of the At- 
lantis fiction in the more recent historical past, especially as it relates to the 
modern writer Graham Hancock and his assertion that the archaeological 
record bears evidence of a precociously advanced civilization that he dates 
to more than 10,000 years ago. The shows have been aired in the United 
States on the Learning Channel. Unfortunately, the series currently is not 
being marketed either by the BBC or the Learning Channel, but one or both 
of the episodes occasionally turn up on the Learning Channel. As they say, 
check your local TV listings for broadcast times. 
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Chapter 9 


In 1976, Horizon produced one of its episodes on the ancient astronaut hy- 
pothesis of Erich von Daniken. The show was re-edited for an American au- 
dience and aired in the United States by the Nova science series on PBS. 
Unfortunately, neither the BBC production nor the Nova version (The Case of 
the Ancient Astronauts, first aired in the United States in 1978) are currently 
being sold or rebroadcast, but some university libraries or anthropology de- 
partments may own old copies. On the other hand, fortunately—or not— 
von Daniken’s latest video, Chariots of the Gods? The Mysteries Continue (the 
real mystery is how he keeps getting away with this nonsense), broadcast 
on network television in the United States in 1996, is still available in VHS 
format at Amazon.com (http://www.amazon.com). The production is valu- 
able if only to see the kind of pseudoscience out of which von Däniken has 
crafted a virtual industry. . 

If you are more interested in the scientific approach, especially as it re- 
lates to one of the issues that so perplexes von Daniken—how mere human 
beings like the ancient Egyptians could possibly have constructed the pyra- 
mids without the help of extraterrestrial visitors to the earth—a terrific show 
produced by PBS is titled simply Pyramid. In its original broadcast, it was 
titled This Old Pyramid. One of the key participants was Roger Hopkins, the 
New England stonemason from the PBS series, This Old House. The archae- 
ologist involved was the very well known Egyptologist Mark Lehner. The 
video was re-edited and released as part of a Nova series titled Secrets of 
Lost Empires. The small-scale pyramid replica built for the show using only 
technologies available to ancient Egyptians should put to rest von Daniken’s 
confusion—at least one might hope. The video, either singly or as part of the 
Secrets of Lost Empires set (which includes the Stonehenge video mentioned 
below) is available at http: //www.pbs.org/webh/shop/novavidhom10cult. 
html#pyramid. 


Chapter 10 


There have been a number of videos produced by or for Nova that PBS 
characterizes as treatments of “unexplained phenomena.” That’s only a 
slightly misleading characterization since, in each case, Nova does a pretty 
good job of presenting a scientific explanation. In this group are documen- 
taries on the Loch Ness Monster, UFOs, and psychic power (the video men- 
tioned in this guide for Chapter 2). Any of these would be a useful addition 
to this chapter and are available at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/shop/ 
novavidedu08unex.html. 
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Chapter 11 


It is very difficult to find skeptical treatments in popular media of topics that 
impinge on people’s religious beliefs. It can be useful, however, to view a 
video that applies a decidedly nonskeptical approach to a particular claim 
and then attempt a skeptical analysis of the evidence brought to bear. The 
1999 documentary Jesus and the Shroud of Turin is one example. The prob- 
lems with the claimed scientific evidence presented here are severe (some 
are dealt with in Chapter 11), and at least more analytically sophisticated 
students might benefit from viewing it. Why are no alternative points of 
view incorporated into the documentary? Can anyone actually see the 
claimed images of flowers on the shroud? How about the even more incred- 
ible (and equally invisible) bones of Christ that one researcher sees in the 
shroud (proving, by the way, that, along with being an accurate image of 
Christ on the outside, it also is an x ray of him)? The video is available at 
Amazon.com. 


Chapter 12 


As part of the same series that included Pyramid, Nova aired and distrib- 
uted a tape called Stonehenge. Its purpose was similar to that of Pyramid: to 
film a series of trial-and-error experiments aimed at replicating an ancient 
technology—in this case, moving and erecting one of the features (a tri- 
lithon) of Stonehenge. It is available at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/shop/ 
novavidhom10cult.html#stonehenge. 

Many videos focus on the Maya culture of Mesoamerica. Unfortu- 
nately, some of these programs have employed a New Age rather than a 
skeptical approach. An exception to this and overall a pretty good docu- 
mentary was produced by National Geographic. Called Lost Kingdoms of 
the Maya, it is available at http://shop.nationalgeographic.com/dr/v2/ 
ec MAIN.Master. 

Although the Kennewick controversy is ongoing, making it impossible 
for a video produced even just a year ago to be up-to-date, the Nova video 
The Mystery of the First Americans provides a fair, if already dated, view of 
the historical implications of Kennewick Man. The tape is available at 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/shop/novavidedu0édetect.html#WG2705. 
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(continued from inside front cover) 


® In assessing the validity of any assertion about the human past that 
appears in popular media, you need to ask yourself this question: How 
does the person announcing the discovery, making the claim, or inter- 
preting the results of a study “know”? Does the discussion or claim seem 
to follow standard scientific thinking as presented in this and other 
books that explain how science works? Are hypotheses based on obser- 
vations? Are hypotheses tested with independent data? Among a series 
of explanations offered for some phenomenon, is the simplest one (with 
no other unsupported assumptions) presented as the most probable? Or 
does the claimant instead assert that his or her knowledge is simply the 
result of revelation or intuition and that no proof is needed? 


® Are other experts consulted, and how do they respond to the claims 
being made? Are other scientists convinced? Are other scientists uncer- 
tain, skeptical, but intrigued? Are other scientists quite certain the 
claims are unfounded, and on what basis are they so skeptical? Are 
alternate points of view offered; are other interpretations presented? 
Accepting the authority of scientists just because they have diplomas or 
teach at prestigious universities is a mistake, but when experienced 
researchers working in the same field are universally skeptical, it’s a 
pretty good idea for you to be skeptical too—unless and until support- 
ing data are forthcoming. 


> Is enough information presented for you to make an informed decision 
concerning the legitimacy of what is being asserted? Or, instead, are 
you left with important questions that the report simply does not 
address? 


Analyze new ideas about the human past with the same careful approach 
you would apply when purchasing a used car. Have an open mind but be 
skeptical of unwarranted claims. 





is the dolmen depicted on the cover proof of a visit by extraterrestrial 
astronauts in earth’s distant past? Is it perhaps a place where primeval 
BS Druids once tapped powerful earth energies? Or could this dolmen 
merely be, in fact, a monument to the enormous intelligence and spiritual- 
ity of ancient people? 





Ken Feder addresses questions such as these in this entertaining and infor- 
mative exploration of fascinating frauds and genuine mysteries. Through 
well-chosen examples, he demonstrates what is—and what is not—the 
scientific method. In the process, he clearly conveys why the veritable 
past is as exciting and intriguing as are the fantasies concocted by the 
purveyors of pseudoscience. 


“Frauds, Myths, and Mysteries reminds us of how common and pervasive 
are the misconceptions and misrepresentations about the human past. By 
directly tackling many of the widely held ideas that have dogged archae- 
ology (and archaeologists) for years, Professor Feder has given those who 
care about these matters a great deal of help in setting the record straight.” 
—William Turnbaugh, University of Rhode Island 


“Overall this is a wonderful book that uses science to dispel many archae- 
ological frauds and myths. Importantly, the book not only serves general 
archaeology but addresses many liberal studies skills, such as scientific 
inquiry, critical reading and thinking, and multicultural understanding.” 
—George Gumerman, IV, Northern Arizona University 
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